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THE GIRL IN BLACK 


The Motor Car and How it Works 


FOR THOSE WHO POSSESS NO MECHANICAL KNOWLEDGE 


By ApmiraL Sir REGINALD BACON, k.c.B., K.C.V.0., D.S.0. 
With 73 Diagrams. Crown 8vo. 4s. net. 


In this unique book, the author of “A Simple Guide to Wireless ” 
takes the view that while many excellent books have been written on the 
subject, he has never yet come across one which has recognised sufhciently 
the abysmal mechanical ignorance of thousands of those who daily drive 
cars on the King’s Highway. In compiling the book he has set himself 
certain limitations. First, to describe in detail only those portions of the 
car and its engine that are necessary to enable a person to drive the car 
intelligently. Secondly, not to describe any repair work that requires the 
slightest mechanical ability. Thirdly, to write with a view to stimulating 
a desire on the part of the reader to acquire further knowledge and to 
read more advanced books on motors. Fourthly, to try and instil certain 
vital points, about driving a car, into the mind of the novice without over- 
burdening him with a number of petty details. 

Spectator.—‘* Explains the principle of the internal combustion engine 
with crystalline simplicity.” 

Motor News.—* The chapter on driving is particularly commended.” 

Country Life.-—‘ Written in a clear, elementary though informative 
manner.” 

Liverpool Post.—‘“* A unique and excellent little book.” 

Bookseller.—‘* It is so well arranged and illustrated.” 

Dundee Courier.— A unique book that the novice should possess.” 

Nottingham Guardian.—* Exceedingly lucid.” 


A Simple Guide to Wireless 


FOR ALL WHOSE KNOWLEDGE OF ELECTRICITY IS CHILDLIKE 


By ApmiraL Sir REGINALD BACON, x.c.B., K.C.V.0., D.S.O. 
AuTHOoR OF “ THe Dover PATROL,” ETC. 


With 53 Diagrams. Second Edition. Crown 8vo. 3s. 6d. net. 


The object of this little book is to give those who have no knowledge 
at all of electricity a general idea of how wireless messages are sent and 
received. Its language is homely, its phrasing infantile and as few technical 
terms as possible are used. It is not intended to be a text-book, but more 
a descriptive conversation to arouse interest. Chapters include Ears and 
Eyes, Electricity, Magnetism, Waves, The Crystal Receiver, Wireless 
Valves, Transmission, etc., etc. 

Daily Mail.—‘* Any listener previously ignorant of the technicalities of 
wireless will know exactly what happens after reading ‘A Simple Guide 
to Wireless.’ ” 

Times.— Admiral Bacon has entered a new field of authorship with 
distinction. His book certainly is simple.” 

Scotsman.— The book can be highly recommended,” 

Popular Science.—* The author undoubtedly achieves his purpose.” 
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| The Girl in Black 


CHAPTER I 


T HAD just put on my overcoat and lighted a cigarette, 
when Cartledge entered the room carrying a long 
stemmed wine glass on a small silver tray. 

“Tt occurred to me that you might like a cocktail 
before you went out, sir,” he observed. 

I picked up the glass and sniffed appreciatively at 
its amber-coloured contents. 

“Do you think this is good for me? ”’ I enquired. 
“The doctor said that I should only take alcohol in 
extreme moderation.” 

Cartledge nodded encouragingly. “ That won’t hurt 
you, sir. When I was with Sir James Wharton I 
always mixed him two of them before dinner, and 
he lived to be ninety-four.” 

“ Did he!” i said. ‘‘ Well in that case I think we 
might risk it.’ 

He watched me with approval as I drained off the 
delicately flavoured concoction, and then, relieving 
me of the glass, handed me my hat. 

“You needn’t sit up for me,, Cartledge,” I said. 
“Mr. Knight will have to go on to the House of Com- 
mons and [ shall probably look in at some show. , You 
can leave out the whisky and soda and go to bed when 
you like.” 
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“ Very good, sir,” he replied. 

In that pleasant frame of mind which precedes a 
good dinner in congenial company, I strolled out into 
the warm June evening, and turned eastwards in the 
direction of Piccadilly. 

London was in its gayest and most attractive mood. 
The newly painted houses, the fresh green of the trees 
in the Park, the unceasing stream of luxurious cars, 
through the windows of which one caught glimpses 
of beautiful women in evening dress, all combined to 
fill me with an exhilarating sense of contentment and 
well-being. Only a man who has been knocking 
about the wildest parts of the earth for three or 
four years can really appreciate civilisation at its 
proper value. 

I sauntered along at a leisurely pace, and crossing 
the road, made my way towards the main entrance 
of the Ritz. Just as I reached the swing door, a 
smart motor brougham drew up beside me, and Jack 
Knight himself stepped out on to the pavement. 
I recognised him instantly. 

“Hullo, Jack!” I said. “ You’ve grown quite 
good-looking.” 

He stared at me half incredulously : then his clever, 
clean-shaven face lit up in a sudden smile, and, gripping 
my hand, he wrung it with a heartiness that left 
nothing to be desired. 

“By Jove, I’d hardly have known you!” he ex- 
claimed. ‘‘ What the devil have you been doing to 
yourself ? ” 

“Nothing very much,” I protested. ‘‘ Just recover- 
ing from a touch of malaria.” 
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He looked me up and down with a sympathetic 
glance. ‘Why, you must have lost at least a stone !”’ 

“Two,” I corrected. “When I weighed myself 
this morning I was exactly eleven six.” 

He took me by the arm. ‘ You come along inside,” 
he said. ‘‘ The sooner you get your teeth into a really 
good dinner the better.” 

We passed through the lounge, and, after ridding 
ourselves of our hats and coats, made our way into 
the large main room which already appeared thronged 
to overflowing. 

Directly we arrived in the doorway, however, a 
smiling maitre d’hctel stepped forward to meet us. 

“T have your table, Mr. Knight,” he said. ‘In 
the corner by the window.” 

He conducted us personally towards our destination, 
my companion exchanging nods and greetings to 
right and left as we steered a passage amongst the 
crowded ‘ables. 

“IT want you to make a special effort to-night, 
Gustave,” said Jack. ‘“‘ This is Mr. Lindsay Brooke, 
the famous explorer. He has been wandering about 
South America for the last three years living on coco- 
nuts and stewed jaguar.” 

Gustave favoured me with a bow, which conveyed 
a delicate mixture of commiseration and respect. 

‘‘Monsieur’s name is familiar to me,” he observed. 
“‘T will endeavour to see that the dinner meets with 
his approval.” 

“There’s not much fear about that,” I returned 
contentedly. 

The great man bowed again, and, surrendering us 
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to the care of an attendant waiter, departed to fulfil 
his promise. 

‘You seem to know everyone in the place, Jack,” 
I said, as a handsome looking woman at the next 
table smiled graciously in our direction. 

“I’m a criminal barrister,” he returned. “ It’s 
my business to be well in with the upper classes.”’ 

“T’ve been hearing all the latest news about you 
from Cartledge, my manservant,” I continued. “ He 
tells me that your success at the bar has been positively 
dazzling—in his opinion you’re heading straight for the 
‘Woolsack.” 

“ He’s probably right,” was Jack’s rejoinder. “I 
haven’t come out to discuss my future, though. It’s 
you and your affairs I want to hear about. When 
you rang me up and told me you were home again I 
was so pleased I couldn’t think of any of the questions 
I wanted to ask.” 

I helped myself to a generous portion of caviare 
which a second waiter had slid invitingly in front of me. 

“T told youabout Aunt Jemima,” I said, ‘‘and I also 
told you that the doctors had ordered me a complete 
rest cure. Asfaras Ican see that explains everything.” 

“It does nothing of the sort,’”’ he returned. ‘‘ You 
seem to forget that I’ve heard nothing of you for three 
years except what I’ve read in the papers.” 

“Well there really isn’t much to hear,” I objected. 
“T had finished my job, and I’d just had time to draw 
up my report, when I went down and out with a bad 
attack of fever. I was still in hospital at Bahia when 
I got a letter telling me that Aunt Jemima was dead, 
and that I’d come into about fifteen hundred a year. 
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As soon as I was well enough I crawled on board the 
first boat, and landed up in London last week.” 

He looked at me kindly, but a little pityingly. 

“You may be a good hand at exploring, Dick,” 
he said, “ but I’m hanged if you'll ever make a fortune 
as a story teller!’’ 

“I’ve seen too much of the infernal country to 
want to talk about it,’ I replied. ‘“‘ Besides, I’ve 
written a book, and if I go and give away all the 
tit-bits, you won’t buy a copy.” 

Jack, who had been fingering the wine list, turned 
to the waiter and ordered a bottle of Heidsieck. 

“I suppose your doctor allows you to have a glass,” 
he added, as the attendant glided away. 

“I suppose so,” I said. ‘‘ It’s one of those points I 
carefully refrained from pressing.” 

“ Well, if you don’t feel strong enough to talk shop,” 
he continued, closing the wine list, “‘ let’s hear some- 
thing about your plans. All I know at present is that 
you’ve got a flat in Buckingham Court and that you're 
on the telephone.” 

“That was Uncle Joseph’s doing,” I explained. 
“It’s very convenient to have rich and business-like 
relations. I cabled him to do his best for me the day 
before I sailed, and when I arrived he’d got the whole 
place fixed up ready for me to walk into.” 

“It’s a devilish convenient situation,’ admitted 
Jack. ‘‘ All the same it’s hardly the spot I should 
have selected for a rest cure.” 

“ Ah, you don’t understand,” I said. ‘ Mine isn’t 
going to be a common vulgar sort of rest cure. The 
doctor says that what I’m really in need of is a long 
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spell of luxurious idleness. Buckingham Court is 
just the place for a treatment of that sort.”’ 

Jack grunted enviously. ‘‘ Goon,” he said. ‘‘ Don’t 
mind rubbing it in. I only work fourteen hours a 
day myself.” 

“ There’s nothing like it,” I returned, “‘ when you’re 
strong and healthy. Unfortunatel e 

I was interrupted by the sudden arrival of some 
delicious-looking soup with tiny points of asparagus 
floating about in it, and for several moments we sipped 
at our respective plates in silent appreciation. 

“T can’t picture you doing nothing,” said Jack. 
“You'll be fed up with it in a fortnight.” 

“Tm not going to do nothing,” I objected. “On 
the contrary I’m going to enjoy myself immensely. 
I shall breakfast in bed every morning, read the 
newspapers, and then jog along down to Richmond 
and have a quiet round of golf. In the afternoon, if 
there isn't a race meeting on, I shall wander up to 
Lord’s and watch the cricket. After that I shall 
either dine out, or else go along to the club and play a 
rubber or two of bridge. The one point I’ve got to be 
careful about is to avoid any physical or mental strain.” 

Jack laughed rudely. ‘“‘ Does that include female 
society?’ he asked. “I don’t mind betting that 
the first thing you’ll do will be to fall in love.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t think there’s much 
danger,’ I said. “I shall be too comfortable to worry 
about girls. That’s the chief reason why I engaged 
Cartledge.” 

“What has your uncle got to say about it?” 
enquired Jack. ‘From the way he spoke last time 
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I sow him, he seemed to have set his heart upon your 
going into the business.” 

“Oh, he still has that idea,’ I said. ‘‘ We were 
discussing it for nearly two hours last night.” 

“ Well, why don’t you doit? You’d bea millionaire 
when the old boy pegged out.” 

“T don’t want to bea millionaire,” I replied. ‘“‘ I’ve 
got all the money I need, and as soon as I’ve had a 
good rest and recovered my health, I mean to buy 
myself a nice fifty-ton yacht and sail round the world. 
I like a spell of civilisation every now and then, but 
nothing on earth would induce me to spend the rest 
of my life cooped up in London making paper.” 

“T suppose the old man will leave you a nice bit 
anyhow?” said Jack. “ There’s only that little niece 
of his and she’s pretty well provided for already.” 

“Elsie will be one of the richest heiresses in 
England,” I said. “If you’re not snapped up during 
the next’six years I’m going to marry her to you. 
She’d make a splendid Lady Chancellor.” 

Jack shook his head. “I shall be thirty-four by 
then,” he remarked sadly. 

“Never mind,” I replied. “Elsie is very old for 
her age, and you'll probably be able to hobble as far 
as St. Peter’s.” 

As I spoke Gustave’s dignified figure once more 
presented itself at our table. 

“‘T thought that you would like to see the menu 
which the chef has suggested,” he announced. “It 
is on the light side, certainly, but if monsieur has been 
suffering privations a 

He produced a small card, and, after taking it and 
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studying it attentively for a moment, Jack handed 
it on to me. It ran as follows: 


SoLE au VIN BLANC 
Roast DUCKLING 
Petits Pois PomMES NOUVELLE 
PECHE MELBA 
OruFs MAaDERE 


“The chef must be a thought-reader,”’ I exclaimed. 
“ Tt’s exactly the dinner I’ve been dreaming of for the 
last three years.” 

There was a touch of emotion in my voice which 
evidently went straight to Gustave’s heart, for he 
honoured me with another and even more profound bow. 

“ Ah, monsieur,”’ he replied, “‘ if only we had a few 
more explorers! There is some pleasure in arranging 
a dinner for a gentleman who has lived chiefly upon 
coco-nuts.” 

“You're in luck,” observed Jack, as soon as we 
were alone. ‘‘ You’ve made a real hit with Gustave, 
and you can take it from me that there’s no one in 
London who’s better worth having as a friend.” 

“ Thanks for the tip,’’ I said gratefully. ‘‘ There’s 
a whole heap of information I want to get hold of. 
When one’s been out of the world as long as I have an 
expert chaperon is an absolute necessity.” 

“T don’t think there’s any need to worry,” said 
Jack, “‘not from what I remember of you. You 
won't miss much unless you’ve changed a good bit 
since you left Cambridge.” 

As is generally the case in such circumstances, the 
mention of Cambridge was sufficient to set us off on 
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a long trail of reminiscences and enquiries which lasted 
throughout the remainder of dinner. We had gone 
down together the same year, but since then our paths 
had lain in widely different directions. Jack had 
made an almost immediate success at the Bar, followed 
shortly afterwards by a dramatic appearance in the 
House of Commons as the victor in a highly sensational 
by-election. I had accepted an offer to take part in 
a surveying expedition organised by the Brazilian 
Government, and, as a result of the sudden death of 
my Chief, I had eventually found myself in control 
of an undertaking which, by the time it was concluded, 
had managed to attract a considerable amount of 
publicity. My work had taken me into the wildest 
parts of the interior, where it was impossible to send 
or receive any communications, and, having been out 
of touch with England for so long, it was only natural 
that I should be dying to: hear what had happened 
in the interval to all my various friends and 
acquaintances, 

I could hardly have found a better informant than 
Jack Knight. He seemed to be on more or less 
familiar terms with half London, and, since talking 
was, so to speak, his particular hobby, the news that 
he was able to give me lost nothing in the process. 

We sat on in the lounge over our coffee and cigars 
until with a guilty expression he glanced suddenly at 
his watch. 

“By Jove, I must be off,” he announced. “ It’s 
nearly ten o'clock and I promised to be in the House 
by half-past nine.” 

“‘ That’s near enough to the truth for a politician,” 
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Ireplied. ‘‘ When am I going to see you again, Jack? 
Why not dine with me here to-morrow? ” 

“I’m booked up all this week,’”’ he replied regret- 
fully. “It’s just possible I might be able to get to 
Sir Joseph’s late on Friday night. He’s got a big 
musical do on—Bonnovitch and Hislop. I suppose 
you'll be there ? ” 

“T shall be very much there,” I said. “In fact 
the party is being given more or less for my benefit.” 

“Well, look out for me,” returned Jack. ‘“‘ By 
the way, what are you going to do now? Would 
you like to come down:to the House ? ”’ 

I shook my head. “ The doctor told me to avoid 
excitement,’ I said. “I think I shall look in for an 
hour at a picture palace.” 

He got up laughing. ‘‘ Come along then,” he said. 
“Tl drop you at Leicester Square and you can wander 
round and inspect the posters.” 

About five minutes later I found myself standing 
outside a tawdry but brilliantly lighted structure 
which bore the imposing title of ‘“‘ The Cinema de 
Luxe.” There was a huge poster alongside the 
entrance, representing a young lady in a night-gown 
chained to a wall, while a sinister-looking gentleman 
in evening dress was unfastening the door of an iron 
cage in which crouched a gibbering maniac. 

It seemed a promising sort of situation, so, mounting 
the steps, I passed in through the swing door and 
approached the ticket office. 

In response to my request for a seat, the man inside 
shook his head. 

“Very sorry, sir, but we’re full up. At least the 
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only thing we’ve got left are a couple of private boxes.” 

“ How much are they ? ” I enquired. 

“CA guinea each,” was the answer. “If you care 
to take one of them, you'll just be in time to see the 
big picture.” 

A guinea seemed to me rather an extravagant price, 
but, since it was a question of paying that or going 
somewhere else, I produced the money. After all, I 
had just come into fifteen hundred a year, and the 
immediate future of the young lady in the nightdress 
certainly presented an engaging problem. 

I handed my ticket to an attendant, who conducted 
me along a dark corridor and opened a door on the 
right hand side. 

I found myself in a small box, just big enough for 
two, the interior of which, thanks to a couple of 
curtains, artistically draped on each side, was 
practically invisible from the remainder of the house. 

Discarding my hat and coat, I seated myself in the 
chair facing the stage. For the moment the screen 
was empty, and the only light in the place shone 
upon a girl who was sitting at a grand piano 
entertaining the audience with a spirited rendering 
of Rachmaninoff’s Prelude. 

Apart from the fact that she was extraordinarily 
pretty, there was something about her which im- 
mediately arrested my attention. Quite a young girl, 
very pale, and dressed entirely in black, she seemed 
curiously out of keeping with her surroundings. She 
had none of the tricks and mannerisms which usually 
distinguish a professional musician ; indeed, for any 
attention she paid to the audience, they might have 
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been athousand milesaway. Apparently absorbed in the 
music, she kept her eyes fixed steadily on the piano, play- 
ing on until the title of the new picture appeared upon the 
screen, when, with a few ingenious chords, apparently 
reserved for the purpose, she brought the piece abruptly 
toan end. Then, folding her hands in her lap, she sat 
back listlessly in her seat, her white face and arms just 
visible against the dark background beyond. 

After watching her for several moments, I turned 
my eyes to the screen, where a characteristic glimpse 
of English village life, as imagined at Los Angeles, 
was being depicted for our benefit. The heroine, 
charmingly dressed in a muslin frock and a sun-bonnet, 
was milking a cow in mid-field, while her handsome 
rustic lover stood negligently by strumming an 
encouraging air upon his banjo. 

Into the middle of this idyllic scene strolled “‘ The 
Squire,” whom I immediately recognised as the sinister 
gentleman in the poster. Casting a lascivious glance 
at the heroine, he slapped his leg with the hunting 
crop that he was carrying, and addressed her companion 
in the following words: “Say, young fellow, I don’t 
pay guys like you for making music. Isn’t there 
anything you can get busy on about the farm ? ” 

It was just as this typically English remark was 
fading into obscurity that I heard the door of the 
next box to mine softly open and close. There was the 
faint shuffle of a chair being brought forward, followed 
by a momentary silence ; then, very low, but perfectly 
audible through the curtain, came the quick whisper 
of a man’s voice. 

“That’s the girl ; over there at the piano.” 


CHAPTER II 


I KNow, of course, that among really well-bred people 
anything in the nature of eavesdropping is regarded 
with horror. If I had acted correctly I should have 
moved the curtain with my elbow or else given a 
discreet cough, but, instead of behaving as a gentleman 
ought to have done, I remained perfectly still. I can 
only conclude that at some remote period in my pedi- 
gree there must have been a regrettable mésalliance. 

Out of the darkness came a second voice—a guttural 
murmur which seemed to carry with it a faint note 
of satisfaction. 

“So,” it observed, “that is her—eh? Well, she 
does not look the sort that is likely to give much 
trouble.” 

In spite of the tenseness of the situation I felt an 
» insane desire to laugh. I had come to the cinema for 
an hour’s peaceful entertainment before going to bed, 
and here I was, without any effort of my own, dumped 
down into the middle of what sounded like a Drury 
Lane melodrama. 

For a moment, indeed, I wondered whether my 
imagination was playing a trick on me. Heidsieck 
on top of malaria might be responsible for all sorts of 
unexpected results, and it was the first time I had 
tasted champagne since entering the hospital at Bahia. 
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My doubts, however, vanished abruptly as the 
voice of the second speaker again reached my ears. 

“You feel certain that she is carrying it with her? ” 

“Tt isn’t in her room, anyhow,” came the whispered 
reply. “Besides, it’s just the sort of fool thing a 
woman would do.” 

Drawing in a long breath, I sat up noiselessly in my 
chair. Everyone has a touch of the detective instinct 
lurking about him somewhere, and I had already 
heard more than enough to stir mine into a state of 
furious activity. Who the devil were these two 
unknown gentlemen, and what was the mysterious 
something which the girl at the piano was supposed 
to be carrying about with her? I glanced instinctively 
towards the slim, motionless figure, and even as I did 
so a low murmur of voices once more filtered through 
the curtain. 

“T shall expect you then about midnight ? ” 

“ Probably a little later. She always goes round to 
Jacomelli’s for supper after the show. It will be close 
on twelve before she gets to Chelsea.” 

“ Supposing your plan should fail? ” 

“Tt won’t. I shall follow her from the restaurant 
myself, and Jim will be waiting with the car at the 
corner of the street. It’s one of the quietest places 
in London, and in any case the whole business won’t 
take more than a second. We’re bound to get it 
provided she has it on her. It’s only a question of 
searching her properly—and Rachel will see to that.” 

There was a greasy chuckle in the darkness. 

“Yes, yes. I think we may safely leave that to 
Miss Rachel.” 
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The whispers ceased, and almost at the same second 
the opening bars of Mendelssohn’s “ Spring Song” 
tinkled out melodiously from the piano. It was the 
appropriate accompaniment to another pastoral episode 
in the film, and, as I sat there gripping the arm of my 
chair, the fantastic and sinister nature of the whole 
affair seemed suddenly to grow deeper than ever. 

Unless I were dreaming the two men in the next box 
were undoubtedly up to mischief. They evidently 
believed that the girl at the piano had something in 
her possession which they were determined to get hold 
of, and, if words meant anything, they intended to 
kidnap her on her way home, and take her to some 
house where she could be thoroughly searched. 

Now it’s not a habit of mine to interfere with other 
people’s amusements, but in such circumstances even 
the most retiring nature could hardly be content to 
sit by and do nothing. Besides, in an obscure sort 
of way, I felt that the matter had already become a 
personal one. From the moment I had seen her the 
girl at the piano had aroused my curiosity and admira- 
tion, and I certainly had no intention of allowing her 
to be manhandled and robbed by two anonymous 
scoundrels, one of whom possessed a distinctly German 
accent. 

Precisely what form my interference should take 
was a question which required consideration. There - 
were no doubt plenty of policemen in the neighbour- 
hood to whom I could confide my troubles, but the 
most credulous constable could hardly be expected 
to listen to such an unlikely yarn with anything 
approaching enthusiasm. If he were good-natured 
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he would probably advise me to go home and sleep 
it off, while any attempt at persisting would almost 
inevitably result in a compulsory adjournment to 
Bow Street. Whether Bow Street would believe my 
story or lock me up for the night it was difficult to 
say ; in any case, with a comfortable bed waiting for 
me at my own flat, I felt no particular inclination to 
risk the experiment. 

Apart from that, there was also a possibility that 
the girl herself might not wish the police to be brought 
into the affair. Judging by her appearance and 
manner, notoriety was about the last thing that she 
was likely to appreciate, and it would be distinctly 
unfortunate if my well-meant efforts at assistance only 
succeeded in annoying or distressing her. 

The soundest plan, and the one which certainly 
appealed to me most, was to get hold of her at the 
end of the performance, and to tell her quite frankly 
what I had overheard. If she chose to give me her 
confidence I was ready to help her in any way I could ; 
if not she would at least be warned of the danger she 
was in, and by some means or other would probably 
be able to avoid it. 

The question was, how was I to make her 
acquaintance? As I didn’t even know her name 
I could hardly send her a note by one of the 
attendants, while, on the other hand, if I waited 
on the chance of meeting her as she came out, it was 
more than probable that I should miss her in the 
crowd. 

I pondered over the matter for a moment or two, 
and then, in a sudden flash of inspiration, the solution 
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occurred tome. Why not go along to the restaurant 
and wait for her there? I knew the name—Jaco- 
melli’s—and, since it was almost sure to be close at 
hand, I ought to have no difficulty in finding it. 

The more I considered the question the more con- 
vinced I felt that it would be the wisest course. Judging 
from what I had heard, there was no occasion for 
any frantic hurry, and the delay would give me 
time to discover some more promising method of 
introducing myself than by accosting her abruptly on 
the pavement. 

I was just beginning to think how I should approach 
the problem, when an unexpected pause in the music 
brought me back to my immediate surroundings. 
The piano had ceased to play, and in the ensuing 
hush I once more became conscious that a whispered 
conversation was still proceeding in the adjacent 
box. 

I strained my ears in the hope of picking up a few 
more interesting details, but on this occasion, to my 
intense annoyance, all my efforts were useless. 
Whether my friends next door had moved their 
seats or had merely lowered their voices to a more 
discreet pitch it was impossible to tell ; at all events, 
what had formerly been a perfectly audible discussion 
was now nothing but a confused and unintelligible 
murmur. 

This being the case, I decided that I might as well 
make a start. I already knew enough for my purpose, 
and, since I had no idea how long the film was likely 
to last, it seemed wisest to allow myself as much time 
as possible in which to discover the restaurant. 
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With a last glance in the direction of the piano I 
got up from my seat, and, collecting my hat and coat, 
slipped out noiselessly into the passage. A few strides 
brought me to the foyer, the only occupant of which 
was a stalwart commissionaire who was standing 
majestically in the doorway. 

He glanced up at my approach. 

“ Taxi, sir?” he enquired. 

I shook my head. “‘ Have you ever heard of a 
restaurant called Jacomelli’s ? ’”’ I asked him. 

“‘ Jacomelli’s,’” he repeated. ‘‘ Well, sir, there’s 
a little place of that name in Lisle Street, but I don’t 
know whether it’s the one you want.” 

“T expect so,” I said. ‘‘ Anyhow I’m pretty sure 
it’s somewhere close by.” 

He stepped out ahead of me on the pavement and 
pointed across the square. 

“You go up that road and turn to the left. It’s 
only a few yards round the corner.” 

“What sort of place is it?’ I asked. ‘‘ Quiet and 
respectable ? ” 

“Oh, it’s respectable enough,” he answered. “I 
sometimes take the missus there meself for a cup of 
caufee.”” 

Reassured by this testimonial, I pressed a shilling 
into his conveniently situated hand, and set off in the 
direction he had suggested. A few minutes’ walk 
brought me to my destination—a discreet-looking little 
establishment, the outside of which was fully in 
keeping with my already favourable impression. 
I pushed open the door, and the next moment I found 
myself in a small room with half a dozen tables ranged 
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round the wall, at one of which a party of unmistakable 
Italians were busily engaged in consuming macaroni. 
The proprietor, who was behind the counter, greeted 
me with an affable nod, and, returning his salute, I 
made my way towards the farther end, where a grey- 
haired, friendly-looking waiter relieved me of my 
hat and coat. 

He handed me the menu as I took my seat. 

“You will find the risotio very good—yes,” he 
said, ‘“‘ or perhaps the signor would prefer something 
specially cooked for him? ” 

Being quite incapable of consuming any more food, 
I was utterly indifferent as to what I decided on, but, 
since I was faced with the likely prospect of having 
to spin out half an hour, the second suggestion seemed 
to me the happier of the two. 

“T'll have a small steak,” I said, “ very well done, 
and some /yonnaise potatoes.” Then, as he started 
to move 6ff, I added casually : “‘ By the way, I wonder 
if you could oblige me with an envelope and a sheet 
of paper? ” 

He crossed to the counter, where the desired articles 
were speedily forthcoming, and, having brought them 
back and laid them on the table beside me, departed 
to fulfil my order. 

I had made up my mind that when the girl arrived 
my best plan would be to send her a note by the- 
waiter, enclosing mv card and explaining why I wished 
to speak toher. This would at least avoid any chance 
of misunderstanding, for she must obviously have 
some idea of what the two men in the box had been 
talking about, and, provided she opened the envelope, 
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she could scarcely doubt the genuineness of my 
intentions. 

So, getting out a pencil, I set about the job of com- 
posing my letter. It was not an easy one to write, 
but after a good deal of consideration I managed to 
turn out the following effort, which it seemed to me 
would about meet the case. 


“DEAR MADAM,—While I was in the Cinema de 
Luxe this evening I overheard a whispered conversa- 
tion between two men in the next box, which 
evidently referred to you. They appeared to be 
arranging a plan to stop you on your way home 
and get possession of some article which they believe 
you are carrying about with you. Since I heard 
them mention that you would probably be at this 
restaurant for supper, I thought it my duty to come 
along and warn you of your danger. 

“If there is any way in which I can be of assist- 
ance to you, you need only send me a message by 
the waiter, and I will either join you at your table 
or meet you outside afterwards. 

“T enclose my card. 

“ Yours truly, 
“RICHARD LINDSAY BROOKE.” 


I was in the act of signing my name, when the waiter, 
accompanied by my unwanted supper, appeared upon 
the scene. Slipping the sheet of paper and a card 
into the envelope, and putting the latter away in my 
pocket, I sat up to the table with a brave pretence of 
welcoming his arrival. I felt that so far I had managed 
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extremely well, though how I was going to get through 
a whole steak on the top of Jack’s excellent dinner I 
hadn’t the remotest notion. 

As occasionally happens, however, in really deserv- 
ing cases, Providence suddenly came to my rescue. 
At the very moment when I was pulling forward my 
chair, a fat curly-haired spaniel ambled out from 
beneath a neighbouring table, and, waddling slowly 
across the room, seated himself beside me. With a 
protesting click of his tongue the waiter stepped 
forward, but before he could interfere I bent down 
and gave my new ally an encouraging pat on the 
head. 

“Hullo, old man,” I said. ‘ Are you going to keep 
me company?” 

The waiter paused doubtfully. ‘“‘ Would the signor 
like me to take him away?” he enquired. “‘Heisa 
bad one this Carlo—yes; he is always begging from 
the customers.” 

“Oh, he won’t worry me,” I replied truthfully. 
“On the contrary, I shall be very glad of his 
society.” 

With a wag of his tail, as if to show that he had 
thoroughly grasped the situation, the intelligent 
animal settled down more firmly than ever, and, 
apparently satisfied that I had been speaking in good 
faith, the waiter removed the covers and left us to 
our repast. 

I have often heard it said that a dog is the best friend 
a man can have, and during the next quarter of an 
hour Carlo certainly lived up to his reputation. He 
seemed to enter into the whole spirit of the affair with 
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a tact and enthusiasm that were beyond praise. Sit- 
ting quietly on the blind side of me so that he was out 
of view of the counter, he silently and swiftly disposed 
of one scrap after another, which I smuggled down 
to him on the end of my fork. It was all the same 
whether I offered him meat, bread, or lyonnaise 
potatoes; he had evidently come along with the 
unselfish determination to get me out of my difficulty, 
and such trifles as his own personal preferences were 
not going to be allowed to stand in the way. 

Every now and then the door opened and a fresh 
customer appeared. I studied each one in turn with 
careful but unobtrusive interest, for, judging by what 
I had overheard, it seemed quite likely that the man 
who nad tirst spoken intended to come to the restaurant 
and keep his proposed victim in sight until she had 
concluded her meal. 

Anything less suspicious than the assembled com- 
pany, however, it would have been difficult to imagine. 
With one exception they were all obvious Italians 
—apparently shop-keepers from the neighbouring 
streets who had dropped in for a little supper after 
closing their establishments. The only one who even 
looked like an Englishman was a clean-shaven, middle- 
aged man with well-cut aristocratic features who 
sauntered in with the air of a familiar customer, 
and seated himself at a table exactly opposite to 
mine. 

I kept a discreet eye on him in the intervals of 
stoking Carlo, but, beyond the fact that his silver- 
grey hair was perhaps a shade longer than usual, there 
was nothing to distinguish him from the ordinary 
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men one meets about town. After consulting the 
menu and giving his instructions, he immediately 
became immersed in an evening paper, from which 
he only glanced up again when the waiter returned 
with his order. 

By this time my own plate was practically empty, 
and I was just beginning to wonder whether Carlo 
was good for a second course, when the moment I 
had been waiting for suddenly arrived. The door 
once more swung open, and the slim solitary figure 
of a girl, dressed entirely in black, stepped forward 
into the light. She stood still for an instant looking 
round as though in search of a seat, then as her eyes 
lit on what she wanted she moved quietly across the 
room and sat down at an empty table alongside the 
counter. 

She had scarcely taken her place when the waiter, 
who had been attending to the customer opposite 
to me, happened to look round in my direction. I 
beckoned to him, and with his napkin over his arm 
he came hurrying across to where I was sitting. 

“TI want you to do something for me, waiter,’ I 
said. ‘“‘I have a very urgent message for the young 
lady in black who has just come in. Would you be 
good enough to give her this note? ” 

He gaped at me for a moment, and then glanced 
irresolutely at the envelope which I had taken out of 
my pocket. At last he leaned forward and addressed 
me in a low voice. 

“Pardon me, signor,”’ he observed, “but I fear it is 
of no use. The young lady is most respectable. She 
comes to us every evening.” 
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“You needn’t worry about that,” I replied. “I 
am not trying to force my acquaintance on her. I 
am merely sending her a message which it’s most 
important she should receive at once.” 

There must have been something in my manner 
which convinced him of my sincerity, for, accepting 
the envelope without any further protest, he started 
off towards the opposite end of the room. I saw him 
stop and take her order, and I saw too the sudden 
look of enquiry in her face as, with a whispered 
explanation, he handed her my note. 

For a moment or two she sat staring at the envelope, 
as though uncertain whether to open it or not. At 
last, with a quick movement, she tore away the flap, 
and, pulling out the sheet of paper inside, bent forward 
to examine its contents. 

Considering their nature her self-control was cer- 
tainly admirable. She read it through as coolly and 
deliberately as if she had been studying the menu, 
and then, with the same apparent absence of excite- 
ment, picked up my visiting card which had dropped 
out upon the table-cloth. 

Before I could observe anything further, my atten- 
tion was suddenly distracted by a scratch on the foot 
from Carlo. I looked round, and found a pair of large 
brown eyes fixed enquiringly on mine. 

“It’s all right, old man,” I whispered. ‘“‘ She’s 
got my message, so I needn’t trouble you any 
longer.” 

Far from accepting his release, however, the faithful 
animal only snuggled himself closer to my chair. He 
was evidently determined to stick to the ship whatever 
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happened, and, not a little touched by such an unswerv- 
ing sense of duty, I once more turned my gaze in the 
direction of the counter. 

Just as I did so the waiter emerged again from 
behind the partition, and I saw the girl in black beckon 
him toherside. They remained in conference for several 
seconds, then, after he had attended to the requirements 
of a couple of fresh arrivals, he came shuffling back down 
the room to the table at which I was sitting. 

“The young lady remembers you, signor,” he 
observed in a discreet voice. “‘ I am to give you her 
compliments, and she will be very pleased if you will 
join her for your coffee.” 

“Why certainly,” I said. ‘‘ You had better bring 
it me over there.” 

As I spoke I slipped a couple of half-crowns into 
his hand, and with the pleasantly surprised air of a 
man who had suddenly recognised a familiar face, 
pushed back my chair and rose to my feet. 

Considering the fact that we were in full view of 
everyone else in the restaurant, the thing had to be 
carried through as convincingly as possible. From 
what I had already seen of the girl’s self-possession 
I had little doubt, however, that she would prove 
equal to the occasion, and never was my confidente 
in woman more promptly and completely justified. 

As I approached the table her face lit up in a friendly 
smile that would have disarmed the suspicions of Mrs. 
Grundy herself. 

“‘ This is a most unexpected meeting,” she exclaimed, 
offering me her hand. “I had no idea that you 
patronised Jacomelli’s, Mr. Brooke.” 
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I could see that she was speaking for the benerit 
of the neighbouring customers, several of wuom were 
eyeing us with furtive interest. 

“ Well, it’s not a regular haunt of mine,’ I repiiec 
cheerfully. ‘ I just turned in here because I happened 
to be close by. Never dreamed I should run across 
anyone I knew.”’ 

I dropped into the vacant chair beside her, and a 
curious thrill went pleasantiy through my heart as I 
realised that at close quarters she was even more 
beautiful than I had previousiy imagined. 

“T come here most nights,” she replied. “It’s 
so close and convenient, and if I wait till 1 reach 
home I’m generally too tired to bother about getting 
supper.” 

By this time the slight sensation produced by my 
change of tables seemed to have faded out, and, ap- 
parently noticing the fact, my companion leaned a 
little nearer to me with a sudden change in her 
manner. 

“ Mr. Brooke,” she said in a low voice ‘I was not 
altogether pretending when I seemed to recognise you. 
I should have known who you were, even if you hadn’t 
sent me your card. I am teaching your cousin to 
play the piano, and she has no less than three of your 
photographs on her schoolroom mantelpiece.” 

I stared at her half incredulously. 

“My cousin!’ Irepeated. ‘‘ Do you mean Elsie? ” 

She nodded. ‘“ Yes, I go to Canford House twice 
a week. I was there this morning as a matter of fact, 
and Elsie was so excited about your arrival that she 
could talk of nothing else.” 
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T drew in a long breath. 

“By Jove!” I exclaimed softly. “ Would you 
mind telling me your name? ”’ 

For the fraction of a second she hesitated. 

“Melville,” she said. ‘ Faith Melville.” 

As she uttered the two words, my friend the waiter 
bustled up with the coffee I had ordered and a small 
dish of scrambled eggs which he set down on the table. 

Miss Faith Melville commenced to unbutton her 
gloves. 

“ Please light a cigarette if you want one,” she said. 
“Everybody smokes here all the time and 1 don’t 
mind in the slightest.” 

I shook my head. “I would rather wait till you’re 
ready to join me,” I replied. 

She made no answer and for a moment or two we 
sat in silence, while I poured out mv coffee and watched 
her helping herself to her modest suppei 

I had stumbled up against one or two unexpected 
discoveries during my tramp through Brazil, but never 
in my life had I been so completely surprised as by 
the simple statement to which I had just listened. If 
my companion had informed me that she was Mary 
Pickford or the Queen of Sheba I should really have 
been less astonished than by the announcement that 
she was Elsie’s music mistress. 

Quite apart from mere coincidence there was some- 
thing so wildly incongruous about the whole situation 
that it was all I could do to stop myself from laughing. 
I had always pictured music mistresses as middle-aged 
and rather severe-looking females, who spent their 
evenings respectably at home practising the piano. 
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And here was this lovely girl, with her grey eyes and 
rather sorrowful lips, sitting beside me in Jacomelli’s 
restaurant, while somewhere in the darkness outside 
two unknown gentlemen were hopefully arranging 
for her abduction. 

“ Faith Melville.” I repeated the name to myself 
half unconsciously, and as I did so its owner glanced 
up from her plate, with the obvious air of having 
suddenly made up her mind. 

“Mr. Brooke,” she began hurriedly, ‘I want to 
thank you for sending me that message. You have 
been extraordinarily kind and you have done me a 
very great service.” 

“Well, I’m glad of that,” I said. ‘The whole 
thing sounded so wild and woolly I was half afraid I 
might have fallen asleep and dreamed it.”” I paused. 
““ Now that I Aave butted in,” I added, “I hope that 
you'll go on making use of me. I’ve no engagements 
this evening, and I always sleep better after a little 
exercise.” 

She shook her head. “It’s not necessary,” she 
said. ‘“‘ You needn’t worry about me any more. I 
can look after myself now you’ve told me of my 
danger.” 

“Oh, but that’s nonsense,” I protested. “I am 
certainly going to take you as far as your house and 
see you safe inside. After all, I’ve got a right to; 
you're one of the family so to speak.” 

I saw a look of distress steal into her eyes. ‘‘ No, 
no,” she whispered. “I know you mean it kindly 
but you don’t understand. You mustn’t be mixed 
up with this in any way.” 
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“ But I am mixed up with it already,” I objected. 
“Tf those two men meant what they said, it’s more 
than probable that one of them followed you to the 
restaurant. For all we know he may be watching 
us now.” 

She glanced quickly round the crowded tables, 
but if she recognised anyone present there was no 
sign of it in her face. 

“Anyhow,” I persisted, “I am going to see you 
home, so what’s the use of our discussing the matter 
here? We can talk it over much more safely when 
we're sitting in the taxi.” 

I think she would have raised some further protest, 
but without giving her time to speak I beckoned to 
the waiter and asked him to let me have her bill. 

“Tl settle up for the two of us,’”’ I added, as she 
produced her purse. “‘ We can square accounts 
afterwards if you insist on paying for yourself.”’ 

She sat back and I saw the ghost of a smile quivering 
round the corners of her lips. 

“It’s evidently not much good arguing with you,” 
she said. ‘‘ I suppose that all explorers have strong 
wills ? ” 

“ All of them who come home alive,’’ I replied. 

The waiter presented the folded slip, and, without 
troubling to look at the amount, I handed him a 
pound note. 

“ You can keep the change,’ I said, ““ and you might 
bring me along my hat and coat.” 

He departed, murmuring his thanks, and, abandon- 
ing her half empty plate, my companion started to 
put on her gloves. 
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“Oh, do please finish your supper,” I said. “I 
didn’t mean to hurry you.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t want any more,” 
she answered. “‘ My appetite disappeared altogether 
as soon as I read your note.” 

“ T ought to have thought of that,” I said penitently. 
“ The fact is I had just had a beautiful dinner myself, 
and it never occurred to me that anyone else might 
be hungry.” 

I was rewarded with another faint smile, and at the 
same moment the waiter, burdened with my belongings, 
came hurrying back to our table. 

As I stood up to put on my coat, I observed that 
one of the other customers was also preparing to leave. 
It was the well-dressed middle-aged man who had 
been sitting opposite to me, and although he appeared 
to be paying no attention to us, a sudden doubt entered 
my mind as I watched him push back his chair and 
fold up his evening paper. 

If his face was familiar to Miss Melvllle, however, 
she could hardly have failed to notice it during her 
recent survey of the restaurant, so, keeping my 
suspicions to myself, I escorted her to the door, which 
the waiter had obligingly thrown open. 

A few paces brought us to the corner, and, turning 
to the right, we walked down the adjoining street into 
the glare and bustle of Leicester Square. As luck 
would have it an empty taxi came crawling by just 
at the right moment, and in response to my hail 
the driver drew up alongside the curb. 

My companion stepped forward. 

“Do you know Lennard Street, Chelsea? ”’ she 
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asked. “It’s on the left hand side a little way along 
the King’s Road.” 

“Tl find it all right, miss,” returned the driver 
encouragingly. ‘‘ You ’op in an’ leave it to me.” 

We followed his suggestion, and, as the vehicle 
jerked forward, I thrust my head through the open 
window and glanced up the street in the direction 
from which we had come. There, as I half expected, 
not more than twenty yards away and plainly visible 
under the street lamp, I recognised the familiar figure 
of the gentleman with the evening paper. He was 
standing on the edge of the pavement and beckoning 
imperatively to another taxi, 


CHAPTER III 


I WITHDREW my head, and, settling myself comfortably 
in my seat, turned to my fellow-passenger. 

“When you were inspecting the restaurant,” I 
asked, “‘ did you happen to notice a man who was sitting 
by himself exactly opposite my table? ” 

She nodded. 

“‘ You’re quite sure you have never seen him before ?”’ 

“Never. Why do you ask? ” 

“ Well,” I said, “‘ unless I’m making a mistake, he’s 
coming to Chelsea too.”’ 

There was a brief silence. 

“You saw him?” she whispered. 

“As large as life,” I replied. “ He was standing 
under a street lamp, waving his hand to another taxi.” 
I paused. “If he’s one of the pair who were talking 
about you in the box I suppose you’d have recognised 
him.” 

“‘T don’t think so,” she said. ‘‘I know there are 
two men who are trying to steal something which 
belongs to me, but I haven’t the least notion who 
they are or what they are like.” 

I imagine I must have looked a little sceptical, for, 
with a rather pitiful expression, she suddenly laid her 
hand on my sleeve. 

“Please don’t be angry with me,” she said. ‘“ You 

36 
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have been so kind, and I owe you more than you can 
possibly imagine, but I—I———”’ She broke off ina 
half-stifled sob that made me feel a perfect brute. 

“T’m awfully sorry,” I said. ‘“ You mustn’t 
think I’m going to bother you with a lot of questions. 
There’s no reason why you should explain anything 
if you don’t want to.” 

By a determined effort she regained her self-control. 

“You have every right to ask me questions,” she 
said. “It’s only natural that you should expect some 
explanation.”” She hesitated for a moment, and then 
went on quickly: “‘ What these men want to steal 
from me is a sheet of paper which I am carrying inside 
my dress. I was telling you the absolute truth when I 
said that I didn’t know who they were. The only 
thing I’m certain of is that they will stop at nothing 
in order to get hold of it.” 

“But if it’s as valuable as all that,” I objected, 
“why on earth do you take it about with you? ” 

“What can I do with it?” she asked. “I daren’t 
leave it in my lodgings. Only last week my bedroom 
was broken into while I was out, and searched from 
top to bottom.” 

“It seems to me,” I said, ‘‘ that the sooner you go 
and have a little heart-to-heart talk with the police 
the better.” 

““No, no,” she exclaimed hurriedly. ‘‘ The police 
wouldn’t help me. On the contrary She came 
to an abrupt stop, as though she had been on the verge 
of saying something indiscreet, and, to fill in a rather 
embarrassing pause, I lighted myself a cigarette. 

“Perhaps you're right,” I observed casually. “I 
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believe Scotland Yard takes a frightful time before 
it really gets a move on.” I tossed the match out of 
the window, and added: “All the same, if you'll 
accept my advice you'll put that document of ys 
in a bank or a safe deposit.” 

“What would be the use?” she replied. “ It 
would be just as easy for anyone to steal the receipt ~~ 
as it would be to steal the paper.” 

“Well, here’s another idea,” I suggested. “‘ You 
must know my uncle fairly well if you’re teaching 
Elsie music. Why not give it to him and ask him to 
keep it for you?” 

Her face brightened. “I never thought of that,” 
she answered. ‘‘ Do you think he would do it ? ” 

“Do it!” I repeated. ‘‘ Of course he would. He 
has a very kind heart—especially where a pretty girl’s 
concerned.” 

“I am going there to-morrow morning,” she said, 
after a short pause. “I might ask him then.” 

“And in the meantime,” I resumed, “ if you want 
to feel quite certain that the paper will be safe you 
had better hand it over to me.” 

“To you!” she repeated, in a startled voice. 
“Oh, I couldn’t do that possibly.” 

“Why not?” I demanded. ‘Don’t you see that 
by keeping it yourself you’re simply inviting trouble ? 
People who break into your house and search your 
bedroom are not the sort who are going to be put off 
because one particular plan doesn’t happen to work. 
For all you know they se) have another shot at it 
to-night.” 

The force of my last argument evidently went home 
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to her, for with a half-conscious movement her hand 
stole towards her breast. 

“Yes,”’ she admitted ; “‘ what you say is quite true, 
but I’m not going to allow you to be dragged into this 
any further. You have done more than enough for 
me already.” 

“T want to finish the job now I’ve started,” I said. 
“‘ What’s the use of my taking the trouble to see you 
home when you're just as likely to be robbed there 
as in the street? If you have the paper with you, 
and these men should break into the house, it’s a dead 
certainty they’ll get hold of it. Now, if you give it to 
me it will be absolutely all nght. I’ve got a man- 
servant sleeping in the flat as well as myself, and 
there’s a large night-porter at the door, who weighs 
about sixteen stone and used to be a professional 
boxer.” 

“You don’t understand,” she answered almost 
inaudibly. ‘It’s not merely a question of robbery. 
Even your life wouldn’t be safe as long as that paper 
was in your possession.” 

“But it won’t be in my possession more than a few 
hours,” I-urged. “If you’re going to be at Canford 
House to-morrow morning, I’ll make an excuse to walk 
round and see Elsie. I can give it you back then, and 
you can hand it straight on to Uncle Joseph.” 

In spite of my persuasive eloquence I saw that she 
was still hesitating. 

“Come on,” I added. ‘“ Let me have it, and in 
return I’ll present you with a free copy of my book 
about Brazil.” . 

Half laughing, and yet with obvious reluctance, 
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she slipped her hand inside her dress and produced a 
small envelope. 

‘Here it is,” she said. ‘“‘I have no right to put 
you in such danger, but you make it very difficult 
for me to refuse.” She held out the envelope, and, 
taking it from her, I tucked it away securely in my 
inside pocket. ‘‘ You will be careful, won’t you?” 
she begged. “I can’t help feeling that these people 
might guess I have passed the paper on to you, and 
in that case——” 

“In that case,” I interrupted, ‘‘ you won’t be 
bothered by a lot of unpleasant strangers bursting 
into your bedroom.” I glanced out of the window and 
saw that we were making our way along Hobart 
Place. ‘‘ Now, how about our programme for the 
morning? ’’ I continued. “It seems to me I’d better 
drop in just when the music lesson’s coming to an end.” 

She nodded. ‘“‘ We generally finish about half-past 
twelve. If you called then, Elsie would be sure to 
introduce us. The one ambition of her life at present 
is to show you off to everybody.” 

“She shall begin to-morrow,” I said. “ I’ll come 
straight up to the schoolroom and bring the paper with 
me. Uncle Joseph will probably be home to lunch, 
and you can hand it on to him before you leave the 
house. There’s one other point,” 1 added, as she was 
about to speak. “I shall certainly have no chance 
of talking to you while Elsie’s around, so I want you 
to come and dine with me soniowpere before you go to 
the picture palace.” 

She turned to me with a cae of distress in her eyes. 

“Oh, no, please,” she said quickly. “I mustn’t 
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be seen with you any more after you have given me 
back the paper.” 

“Why not?” I demanded. ‘We are bound to 
come across each other at Canford House, so we may 
just as well make up our minds that we’re going to be 
friends.” 

“You don’t understand,” she repeated almost 
desperately. “‘ There are reasons why I can never be 
friends with anyone like you.” 

““Somebody must have been libelling me,” I pro- 
tested. ‘“‘ As explorers go, I’m not really a bad sort.” 

“Tf you knew the truth ” she began, then once 
more she stopped. “‘ It’s no use discussing it, anyway,” 
she continued. “I couldn’t accept your invitation 
on account of my work. I start playing at three in 
the afternoon, and I only go out for half an hour 
between five and six to get a cup of tea.” 

“ That will do just as well,” I remarked. “I'll 
meet y6u outside the theatre at a quarter past.” 

“ But, Mr. Brooke ” she began. 

“ You mustn’t argue with me,” Iinterrupted. ‘I’ve 
set my heart on having a talk with you to-morrow, and 
in my present state of health it’s very bad for me to 
be disappointed.” 

“Well, I’ll come if you insist,” she said, after a 
short pause, ‘‘ but I can tell you nothing more than 
I have told you already. I know it sounds stupid 
and ungrateful——”’ 

“ It doesn’t sound anything of the sort,” I returned. 
“ This is your affair, and you must handle it in whatever 
way you think best. I only want to be round the 
corner in case I’m needed.” 
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Another glance through the window showed me 
that we were turning into Eaton Place, and I realised 
that within a few minutes we should be arriving at 
our destination. 

‘“‘T think we ought to settle what we’re going to do 
when we reach the house,” I said. ‘I’m pretty 
sure we’re being followed, and, judging from what I 
overheard, we shall probably find another gentleman 
with a car sitting patiently outside your front door.” 

‘“No one would stop there,” she answered ; “ it’s 
exactly under a lamp. If there’s a car waiting, it 
will be a little farther up the street, half way between 
the house and the main road. I always get off the 
bus at the corner and walk down.”. 

“They are probably counting on that,” I observed, 
“and it ought to make things fairly simple. Have 
your key ready, and the moment we stop I'll jump out 
and see you safely inside. I shall be back in the taxi 
and off again before they realise what’s happened.” 

“T can trust you?’”’ she said. “‘ You will give me 
your word of honour that you'll drive away at once ? ”’ 

“Immediately,” I replied. ‘I’m fond of exercise, 
but if there’s one form of it I’ve no use for, it’s fighting 
in the dark with people I haven’t been introduced to.”’ 

As I spoke, I turned round in my seat and looked 
back up the road through the small talc window behind 
us. About fifty yards away I could see the lights of 
a solitary taxi ploughing along steadily in our wake, 
and a queer feeling of impending excitement tingled 
pleasantly through my heart. 

We came out into Sloane Square, and, crossing to 
the opposite side, proceeded at a brisk pace up the 


THE GIRL IN BLACK 43 


King’s Road. Just as we had passed the Duke of 
York’s School my companion opened her bag and 
produced a small Yale latch-key. 

“We are quite close now,” she whispered. “ It’s 
the next turning on this side.” 

With an instinctive movement I slipped my hand 
over hers and squeezed it encouragingly. 

“Good night, partner,” I said. ‘“‘ Sleep well, and 
look out for me at half-past twelve to-morrow.” 

There was an abrupt grinding of brakes as the driver, 
who had been peering to the left, suddenly recognised 
the name he was in search of. We were both jerked 
forward, and, before we could properly recover our 
seats, the taxi had already swerved round and was 
heading up a dark street with narrow, three-storey 
houses on either side of it. 

Through the window I caught a momentary glimpse 
of what I was looking for—the black outline of a 
landaulette car drawn up in the gutter. I just had 
time to notice that there was a man standing alongside 
the bonnet—a huge, slouching figure muffled up to 
the chin in a thick overcoat—then we had lurched 
past him, and a moment or two later our driver also 
pulled in to the same side, and with another discon- 
certing jolt came to a halt undera street lamp. 

I flung the door open and was out on the kerbstone 
at once, 

“Wait here,” I said. ‘I shan’t be a second.” 

“Taike yer time, guv’nor,” he replied. ‘ There’s 
no ’urry as far as I’m concerned.” 

He glanced appreciatively at Miss Faith Melville, 
who was already beside me on the pavement, and 
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at the same instant, with a sound of wheels and a 
sudden glare of light, another taxi swung into view 
round the corner of the street. 

As coolly as though we were a thousand miles from 
any possible danger, my companion gave me her 
hand. 

“Good night, Mr. Brooke,” she said. ‘“‘ Thank 
you for seeing me home, and please remember your 
promise.” 

I had no time to reply, for with the last word she 
turned away, and, running lightly up the steps of the 
nearest house, inserted her key into the lock. 

I waited until the door had closed behind her; 
then, as the snap of the bolt sounded in my ears, I 
glanced quickly up the street. The taxi had come 
to a standstill within a few yards of the corner, and 
its passenger, who had apparently alighted with the 
same haste as myself, was already in earnest conversa- 
tion with the driver of the car. 

I could see that they were both staring in my direc- 
tion, and a mischievous desire to take off my hat and 
wish them good evening almost overcame me. I had 
given my promise not to play the fool, however, so, 
resisting the temptation, I again turned to my obliging 
Jehu. 

“ Do you know Buckingham Court, Knightsbridge? ” 
I asked him. 

He smiled indulgently. “‘ Seem to ’ave ’eard of it, 
guv’nor. Somewhere near ’Yde Park Corner, ain’t 
an 

“That’s right,” I said. ‘“‘ Well, drive me there 
as quickly as you can and I’ll give you double fare.”’ 
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It had suddenly struck me that, if I were going to 
be followed, which seemed highly probable, I might 
as well have the benefit of a flying start. Even though 
I failed to throw off my pursuers, it would at least add 
a sporting interest to the chase; so, jumping inside, 
I closed the door with a bang. There was evidently 
an exit from the other end of the street, for, without 
troubling to turn round, my driver immediately 
jammed in his clutch, and the next moment we had 
started forward at a pace which made the rickety 
windows rattle in their frames. 

The noise and motion seemed to fit in appropriately 
with my mood. Ever since I was a small boy any- 
thing in the way of an adventure has always had an 
irresistible charm for me, and, notwithstanding the 
chastening effects of malaria, I certainly found the 
present situation exhilarating and congenial. It 
possessed, indeed, all the requirements of a first-class 
melodrama—a beautiful heroine, a mysterious piece 
of paper, and at least three unknown gentlemen, 
none of whom was apparently hampered by any 
morbid inclination to stick at trifles. 

The astounding coincidence that the girl I was 
trying to help should be none other than my cousin’s 
music mistress only served to invest the whole affair 
with an additional attraction. Where, in the name 
of goodness, had my uncle discovered her; and was 
he aware of the fact that besides instructing his 
niece she was also playing the piano nightly at 
a West End cinema? From what I knew of Uncle 
Joseph I found it difficult to credit the idea, for with 
all his good nature he possessed a full share of that 
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conventional outlook which one would naturally 
expect from a Member of Parliament and a successful 
manufacturer of paper. 

The more I thought it over the more puzzling and 
extraordinary the whole business appeared. I could 
just imagine it possible that a young and friendless 
girl might find herself in the position which my com- 
panion had described, but, if that were the case, why 
on earth should she have displayed such obvious 
reluctance about appealing to the police? It needed 
something more than a mere dread of notoriety to 
explain the almost frightened haste with which she 
had rejected my proposal. Was her own connection 
with the affair strictly above question, or had I, for 
the sake of a pretty face, plunged myself recklessly 
into some criminal entanglement ? 

The point was a doubtful one, but I can’t say that 
it caused me much uneasiness. I had made up my 
mind to see the thing through, no matter how it turned 
out, and Providence has been kind enough to endow 
me with the sort of temperament which refuses to 
worry about trouble until it actually materialises. 
For the moment my job was to take care of the envelope 
which had been entrusted to my charge. Whatever 
it contained, and however much truth there might 
be in the girl’s story, I had every reason for believing 
that it was the identical article which my two friends 
in the box had been so anxious to get possession of. 
As she had said, if they guessed that it had changed 
hands I should almost certainly become the object 
of their attentions, and, although I thought that toa 
certain extent she had exaggerated the danger I 
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should be in, I had seen and heard enough to realise 
that it was no empty warning. 

The first thing to do was to discover whether I was 
being followed. We had, by this time, already arrived 
back at the square, and as we swung round the corner 
into Sloane Street I once again applied my eye to the 
convenient peep-hole behind me. On this occasion, 
however, my luck was out. A large covered van 
which was trundling along exactly in our wake com- 
pletely obstructed the view, and, although I repeated 
my manceuvre two or three times, it was only to be 
confronted with the same exasperating result. Even 
after we had turned into Knightsbridge the damned 
thing stuck religiously to our trail. I was indeed in 
the very act of mentally cursing the driver when we 
pulled up abruptly at the entrance to Buckingham 
Court, and I perceived the stalwart form of Jackson, 
the night-porter, hastening forward to open the door. 

He greeted me with that respectfully familiar salute 
which is the peculiar accomplishment of a West End 
commissionaire. 

“ Reg’lar summer night, ain’t it, sir? ’’ he observed. 

I nodded my head. ‘ Yes, Jackson,” I admitted. 
“‘ Things certainly seem to be getting a little sultry.” 

I looked at the clock, and, stepping out on to the 
pavement, handed the taximan his promised fare. 
At the same time I glanced back in the direction of 
Sloane Street, but, as far as I could see, nothing 
remotely resembling a landaulette car was anywhere 
in sight. 

It was with a feeling which almost amounted to 
disappointment that I followed Jackson into the 
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hall, and, bidding him good night, mounted the short 
flight of steps which led up to my flat. I let myself 
in, and, having closed the door and switched on the 
light, made my way into the study on the right-hand 
side of the passage. 

It was a pleasant room, furnished in good taste, 
with broad windows looking out on to the Park. On 
the table was a tray, containing a bottle of whisky, 
a siphon, and some glasses, which Cartledge had 
evidently set out before retiring to bed. The whole 
place breathed an atmosphere of snug comfort, and, 
after getting out of my coat and mixing myself a drink, 
I sank down contentedly in one of the big leather 
arm-chairs. 

On the whole it seemed to me that the evening had 
been remarkably well spent. Delightful as I had 
found it to drop back again mto a civilised existence, 
I had become so accustomed to a certain amount of 
adventure and excitement that all the while I had 
been conscious of a vague feeling that there was 
something missing. Not that I was disposed to 
quarrel with the doctor’s prescription of a complete 
rest. After what I had been through my own common 
sense told me that I ought to take things easily for 
at least two or three months; but, in spite of this, 
the presence in my pocket of that mysterious 
envelope filled me with an extraordinary lightness 
of spirits. 

Moved by a sudden impulse of curiosity, I pulled 
it out and examined it closely under the electric light. 
I had a hazy remembrance of the marvellous feats of 
deduction which Sherlock Holmes used to perform 
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under similar circumstances, and for several minutes 
I sat there endeavouring to put into practice what I 
could recollect of his methods. 

As a pupil of that great man, however, I must admit 
I was a bit of a frost. Except for the fact that the 
envelope was of a common quality, and that it had 
obviously been carried about by somebody for a 
considerable period, I could discover no special feature 
which seemed to give the least clue to its past history. 
It was just a very ordinary business envelope, un- 
addressed, not over-clean, and, to judge by its flimsy 
appearance, containing nothing but a solitary sheet 
of paper. 

Giving up my attempt as a bad job, I glanced round 
the room in search of some secure place where I could 
deposit it safely for the night. My eye fell on the 
stout oak bureau which already contained most of 
my private papers, and I was in the very act of rising 
to my feet when a belated gleam of intelligence flashed 
across my mind. 

Supposing, after all, that I had been traced to the 
flat. The mere fact that I had failed to see anything 
suspicious when I got out of the taxi was no proof that 
I had not been followed. I had to deal with men who 
were probably experts in the art of shadowing, and, 
if they had really wished to acquaint themselves 
with my address, it was a hundred to one they had 
succeeded in their purpose. 

To leave the object they were in search of anywhere 
but under my own pillow would be the act of an idiot. 
I thrust the envelope back into my pocket, and as I 
did so it suddenly occurred to me that there would be 


50 THE GIRL IN BLACK 


no harm in going down to the street door and having 
another look round. Should anyone be prowling 
about, Jackson would most likely have noticed them, 
for he generally remained at his post until midnight 
on the off-chance of picking up a stray tip from 
departing visitors. 

Leaving the light burning, I walked out into the 
passage and opened the door of my flat. As far as 
I could see, the entrance-hall was deserted, but, as I 
reached the bottom of the stairs, I caught sight of 
Jackson’s figure in the outer porch. He glanced 
up at the sound of my steps. 

“ Well, that’s odd, sir,” he exclaimed, straightening 
his shoulders. “I was just wondering whether you’d 
turned in.” 

“T thought I’d come down and get a final breath 
of air,” I said carelessly. ‘‘ My bedroom’s like a 
Turkish bath to-night.” 

I offered him my case, and, with his customary 
salute, he helped himself to a cigarette. 

‘Asa matter of fact, sir,”’ he said, “ I’d half a mind 
to run up a moment ago and give you a knock.” 

I looked at him with a suddenly increased interest. 

“Why, Jackson? ’ Isaid. “ Anything the matter ? ” 

“ Only a bit of a joke against you, sir, in a manner 
of speaking. It isn’t every gentleman I’d like to 
mention it to, but, seeing as you ain’t the sort to take 
offence——” 

He paused, as though waiting for further encourage- 
ment.’ : 

“ Fire ahead,” I observed. ‘“‘ I’d just as soon laugh 
at myself as anyone else.” 
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Jackson eyed me for a moment, his usually stolid 
face showing signs of suppressed amusement. 

“If I was to tell you that you was wanted by the 
police you’d think I’d gone off my head, wouldn’t you, 
sir?” 

I tried to maintain an air of cheerful unconcern. 

“T should think it more likely that someone had 
been pulling your leg,” I replied. 

He nodded. “‘ That was my own idea at first, sir. 
Lord, you’d have laughed if you’d heard the way I 
told him off—not knowing, of course, who I was 
speaking to.” 

“Tt all sounds very interesting, Jackson,” I said. 
“TI should enjoy it a good deal more, though, if I 
had some slight notion of what you were talking 
about.” 

“ Well, sir, it was this way, sir. After you’d left: 
me I was standing here, the same as I am now, when 
all of a sudden up comes a party, and without so much 
as a good evening, asks me who you was.” 

“What sort of a party?” I demanded. 

““He seemed right enough to look at, sir. Well 
dressed and all that kind of thing. It was the blinkin’ 
cheek of it that got me. I starts to let him have it 
straight, but, before I’d called him half the names I 
meant to, he chips in and tells me that he’s a detective- 
inspector from Scotland Yard.” 

There was a brief but dramatic pause. 

“Go on, Jackson,” I said. ‘I’m getting quite 
excited.” 

“‘ Well, to cut a Jong story short, sir, the whole thing 
was just a stupid mistake. It seems that there’s a 
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bloke hanging around somewhere who they’re par- 
ticularly anxious to put their hands on—one of these 
here gentlemen forgers. Morley his name is—’Enery 
Walter Morley—and, without meaning no offence, 
sir, I reckon he ain’t altogether unlike you in 
appearance.” 

“It’s quite possible,” I said. ‘‘ Some criminals 
are remarkably handsome.” 

Jackson chuckled appreciatively. ‘‘It took in 
this detective anyhow, sir. He happened to be 
standing on the other side of the road, and he caught 
sight of your face when you was paying off the taxi. 
Says he could have sworn blind that you was ’Enery 
Morley.” 

“ Did you tell him my real name? ”’ I asked. 

“Yes, sir. I says to ’&m, ‘ You’ve struck a loser 
this time,’ I says. ‘That ain’t no ’Enery Morley ; 
that’s Mr. Lindsay Brooke, the famous explorer— 
him whose pictures have been in all the papers.’”’ 

‘““ And how did he take it? ” Tenquired. “ Bit of a 
surprise for him, wasn’t it?” 

“Surprise !’’ echoed Jackson. ‘‘ Why, I’ve never 
seen a cove look more of a fool in my life. He was so 
upset that he tips me a dollar not to say nothing about 
it to anyone. He explains that if it was to get back 
to the Yard he’d never hear the last of it.” 

“In that case,” I said with a laugh, “‘ you seem to 
have taken his money under false pretences.” 

“Oh, it ain’t going no further, sir,” was the answer. 
“T did think of keeping it altogether to myself, but, 
reckoning you was partial to a joke 4, 

“Yes, that’s all right,” I interrupted. ‘“‘ By the 
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way, what sort of a chap was the detective to look 
ate 

Jackson pushed back his cap and scratched his head 
thoughtfully. 

“Can’t say I noticed anything special about him, 
sir. Clean-shaven, middle-aged sort of a party. 
Might have been a gentleman from the way he spoke.”’ 

It was exactly the answer I had expected, and that 
queer thrill which the sense of being hunted will 
produce in anyone but a professional hero came back 
to me with renewed vigour. 

“A pity I didn’t happen to come down while you 
were talking to him,” I said regretfully. ‘ Still, ’'m 
glad to hear you made something out of it, Jackson. 
It isn’t everyone who can say that they’ve been tipped 
by the police.” 

Jackson laughed again, and, wishing him good 
night for the second time, I once more ascended the 
staircase and let myself into my flat. 

In addition to a chain the door was also provided 
with a couple of stout bolts, both of which I rammed 
home securely into their sockets. Then, re-entering 
the sitting-room, I crossed to the table, and, in spite 
of the doctor’s orders, helped myself to another whisky. 

For a patient just beginning a rest cure I certainly 
seemed to have made a most promising start. 


CHAPTER IV 


I was wakened up by a rattle of curtain-rings, and 
found myself lying in bed with a blaze of sunshine 
streaming in full upon my face. Through half-open 
eyes I watched Cartledge advancing with my morning 
tea, which he deposited as usual upon a small table 
beside me. 

“A fine day, sir,”’ he observed diplomatically. “I 
hope that you slept well.” 

I blinked at him for a moment, and then, stifling a 
somewhat discourteous yawn, struggled up reluctantly 
from my pillow. 

“I slept splendidly, thank you,” I replied. “TI 
think it must have been the effect of going to the 
pictures. Do you ever patronise the cinema, 
Cartledge ? ” 

He shook his head. ‘I can’t describe it as one of 
my pastimes, sir. I have sat through several per- 
formances to oblige a young lady, but the entertain- 
ment seemed to me to be lacking in interest.” 

“ That’s strange,” I said, reaching out for my cup. 
“T found it devilish exciting. Perhaps I’ve got a 
more simple mind than you have.” 

“T wouldn’t say that, sir. Merely a question of 
novelty, I should imagine. Coming to it fresh after 
your travels, so to speak.” 2am 

54 
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He presented me with the morning paper and one 
or two letters, and, after satisfying himself that every- 
thing was in order, withdrew silently from the room. 

The moment the door had closed behind him I 
turned round and slipped my hand beneath the bolster. 
I had a sudden dread that the envelope might have 
vanished while I was asleep, but to my immense 
relief I felt it lying exactly where I had placed it the 
night before. Pulling it out, I laid it on the table, 
and, having arranged the pillow so as to fit the small 
of my back, proceeded to enjoy my cup of tea. 

As I sat there sipping it slowly, the events of the 
previous evening began to shape themselves before 
my mind in a kind of fantastic panorama. Viewed 
in the morning sunshine, and with the faint hum of 
the London traffic coming in through the open window, 
they seemed to me more incredible than ever. If I 
had had no evidence to the contrary I should have 
been half inclined to believe that the whole thing was 
a nightmare, but with Miss Melville’s property staring 
me in the face I could scarcely doubt the accuracy of 
my own recollections. Whatever sort of a tangle 
I had got myself into, my immediate course of action 
was as plain as daylight. I had pledged my word to 
restore the envelope to her safely at half-past twelve at 
Canford House, and, unless I had a fit of apoplexy in 
the interval, that promise should be punctually fulfilled. 

The only question was, would any attempt be made 
to stop me? There could be no doubt that the man 
I had seen at the restaurant had followed me to the 
flat, and, by the ingenious trick of pretending to be a 
detective, had managed to get hold of my name. He 
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would scarcely have gone to this trouble unless he had 
had sozne suspicion that the document he wanted might 
possibly have changed hands, and, in such circum- 
stances, my movements that morning were likely to be 
of particular interest to him and his companions. 

Well, if that were the case, it was up to me to take 
care of myself. The more I learned of our enter- 
prising friends the less disposed I was to underrate 
their capabilities, but, all the same, if I couldn’t 
succeed in getting from Knightsbridge to Belgrave 
Square without being robbed by the way, it was 
about time that I retired from business. 

I finished my tea, and, replacing the cup on the 
table, picked up my correspondence. I had made it 
a rule to read my morning letters before breakfast 
and the Daily Mail after, and, since I had the best 
part of three hours before me, I saw no reason for 
interfering with my customary routine. 

Recognising Jack Knight’s handwriting on one of the 
envelopes, I opened it first. I found inside a folded 
theatre ticket, accompanied by half a sheet of House 
of Commons notepaper, which contained the following 
hastily scribbled message : 

tO ag. 

“ DEAR Dicx,—A friend of mine here has just 
offered me a ticket for Covent Garden to-morrow 
night—Tannhduser, I think. Can’t get away my- 
self, so am sending it along on the chance that you 
may be able to use it. 

“Hope you found the pictures stimulating.. 

“Yours ever, 
“STACK 
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I was doing nothing that evening, and, although I 
still have a slight prejudice against Huns, the prospect 
of renewing acquaintance with Wagner for an hour 
distinctly appealed to me. 

I laid the letter aside, and, opening the two others, 
glanced through them in turn. One was a courteously 
worded invitation from a monthly magazine to send 
them an article on Brazil; the other a typewritten 
acknowledgment from a firm of advertising agents, 
to whom I had been recommended by my uncle. 
The commission I had entrusted them with was to 
find me a furnished cottage or bungalow somewhere 
up the river, to which I could retire for week-ends if 
London became too stuffy. As an old rowing man, I 
have always had an affection for the Thames, and, 
since Aunt Jemima had presumably left me her money 
in order that I might enjoy myself, it seemed only 
dutiful to fall in with her intentions. 

I was ‘pondering pleasantly over the agreeable 
summer which seemed to be ahead of me when Cart- 
ledge arrived with my breakfast. It was an attractive 
breakfast, consisting of a grilled whiting, two or three 
mushrooms on toast, and a generous allowance of 
Cooper’s marmalade, for the importance of starting 
the day on a solid foundation had been carefully insisted 
upon by my medical adviser. 

Having arranged the table and brought me my 
dressing-gown, Cartledge paused for a moment to 
make his usual morning enquiry : 

“Have you any special instructions for to-day, 
+) oe 

I reflected rapidly as I poured out my coffee. 
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“Yes,” I said; “I want a car with a thoroughly 
trustworthy driver. Do you know any place where 
they hire them out?” 

“There is an excellent garage in Knightsbridge, a 
few yards from here, sir. I think you will find the 
drivers quite satisfactory. Most of them are personal 
acquaintances of mine.” 

‘‘That sounds good enough,” I said. “‘ You might 
order one to be outside the flats at a quarter past twelve. 
I shall only be going a short distance.” 

“Very good, sir.” 

“ And, by the way,” I added, “I have just been 
sent a ticket for the opera to-night. Where do you 
think would be the best place to dine? ” 

“T should recommend Sherry’s, opposite the National 
Sporting Club, sir. Very convenient for Covent 
Garden. And if you will pardon the suggestion, sir, 
you might possibly be glad of a little supper on your 
return?” 

I shook my head. “You needn’t trouble, 
Cartledge,” I replied. ‘‘ I don’t suppose I shall stay 
to the end. Two hours of the opera is about all 
that I can manage.” 

- He nodded sympathetically. ‘‘ Quite so, sir. Music 
can become very tedious after a time. I find the 
same thing with the gramophone.” 

A ring at the flat bell necessitated his sudden de- 
parture, and, like a commanding officer who has 
arranged his plans for the coming battle, I settled 
down to enjoy my breakfast. 

At eleven o'clock, having exhausted the Daily 
Mail and emptied my cigarette-case, I came to the 
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conclusion that I might as well get up. Washing, 
shaving, and dressing are processes which I prefer 
to conduct in as leisurely a fashion as possible, and 
by the time that I had satisfactorily completed my 
toilet the hands of my watch were already pointing 
to a quarter past twelve. 

I was in the act of putting the envelope in my 
pocket when Cartledge tapped at the door. 

““ The car is outside, sir,”” he announced. ‘I don’t 
know whether you wish to have it open, but, if so, I 
think you had better wear your light overcoat.” 

“What, on a morning like this ? ” I protested. 

“If you will take my advice, sir. Gentlemen who 
suffer from fever can’t be too careful. They are 
liable to go off sudden at the least chill.” 

“Fetch it out then,” I said resignedly. ‘I can’t 
afford to die just after I’ve paid a year’s rent in 
advance.” 

He helped me on with the garment in question, 
and, handing me my hat and stick, accompanied me 
down to the front door, where a comfortable Daimler 
with a smart-looking chauffeur was standing in the 
roadway. 

““T want to go to Canford House,’ I said. “ That 
big, ugly place at the corner of Belgrave Square.” 

The man touched his cap comprehendingly, and, 
after a quick glance round to see if anyone were 
observing my movements, I climbed up into my seat. 
Cartledge closed the door after me, and, with the 
smooth efficiency trat distinguishes Mr. Daimler’s 
handiwork, we glided off into the traffic. 

It was such a glorious morning that I felt a touch 
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of regret when we drew up in front of the gloomy 
mansion which, for some obscure reason of his own 
my uncle had purchased from the last Lord Canford. 

Getting out, and dismissing my driver, I mounted 
the steps of the pillared porch. In answer to my ring 
the heavy, iron-studded door was opened by Poppets, 
the butler, a rotund and genial personage for whom 
I had always entertained a warm affection. 

“ Hullo, Poppets!”’ I said. “ Anyone at home?” 

He beamed at me in that slightly paternal fashion 
which characterised our relations. 

“Only Miss Elsie, Mr. Richard. We are expecting 
Sir Joseph back to lunch, though.” 

He moved aside to allow me to pass, and, entering 
the hall, I deposited my hat and stick on the table. 

“Where is Miss Elsie ? ” I enquired. 

“In the schoolroom having her music lesson,” he 
replied. ‘“‘ She generally- finishes about this time, if 
you would like to go up.” He helped me off with 
my coat, and added enquiringly: ‘‘ You'll be staying 
to lunch, of course, sir? ”’ 

“That’s my idea, Poppets,” I said. “‘ And you 
might open a bottle of that old sherry, in case my 
uncle forgets.” 

“Tl see to it, Mr. Richard,” was his answer, and, 
leaving him folding up my coat and chuckling softly 
to himself, I mounted the broad, central staircase 
which branched off each side into a gallery above. © 

As I approached the schoolroom door a vigorous 
rendering of scales reached my ears. It stopped abruptly 
when I turned the handle, and the next moment, 
with a whoop of delight, Elsie had leaped from the 
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music stool and was darting towards me across the 
room. 

“Dick! Dick!” shecried. ‘‘ How perfectly lovely ! 
I’d no idea you were coming to-day.” 

She seized both my hands in hers, and, before I 
knew what was happening, I found myself swinging . 
round in an impromptu dance, with a tousle-headed, 
mischievous face laughing up into mine. 

“ Steady on, Elsie,” I gasped. ‘‘ You seem to 
forget that I’m fresh from a bed of sickness.” 

“Oh, you're all right,” she returned heartlessly. 
““ Now come along and be introduced to Faith.” She 
dragged me across to where her familiarly-treated 
instructress was standing beside the piano, with the 
morning sunlight playing engagingly round her red- 
gold hair. “ Here you are!” she exclaimed. “ This 
is Cousin Dick. I’ve been just longing for you two 
to know each other.” 

“That’s’ not the way to introduce people, Elsie,” 
I objected. ‘* You should say, ‘ Cousin Richard, may 
I have the honour of presenting you to Miss—Miss ae 

“Melville,” said Elsie; ‘that’s her name. She 
always lets me call her Faith, though, so of course 
she won't mind you’re doing it too.” 

“Well, there’s nothing like being friendly,” I said 
with a bow. ‘“‘ How do you do, Faith? I hope I’m 
not interrupting Elsie’s musical education.” 

With a faint flush of colour in her cheeks which 
was delightfully becoming, Miss Faith Melville returned 
my salutation. 

“You haven’t done any very serious harm,” she 
said. ‘‘ Asa matter of fact, we were just finishing.” 
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Elsie stood looking from one to the other of us, 
swaying about excitedly on her slim black legs. 

“ What do you think of him, Faith ? ” she demanded. 
““He’s much handsomer than his photographs, isn’t 
he?.”’ 

“ Well, naturally,” I said. ‘‘ You can’t expect a 
camera to do justice to a complexion like mine.” 

‘‘ A complexion like yours!” echoed Elsie. ‘‘ Why, 
you're as brown as a boot.” 

“ T may be a trifle sunburnt ”’ T began. 

‘‘Tt doesn’t matter,” broke in Elsie, ‘I like it.” 
She turned to Faith. ‘‘ Don’t you?” she added. 

There was a brief pause. 

‘For an invalid,” said Faith, “I think that Mr. 
Brooke looks remarkably well.” 

“Oh, but you mustn’t say Mr. Brooke,” exclaimed 
Elsie. ‘‘ He can’t call you Faith unless you call him 
Dick.” 

“Of course not,” I agreed heartily. ‘On points 
like that a certain amount of give and take is absolutely 
essential.” . 

I don’t know what Faith’s answer would have been, 
for before she could reply Elsie again burst into the 
dialogue. 

“Would you like to hear me play, Dick?” she 
enquired. “I’m getting on awfully well.” 

“T gathered that,” I replied, ‘‘ from the magnificent 
solo I heard when I was coming along the passage.”’ 

“Why, those were scales!” returned Elsie con- 
temptuously. ‘I can play all sorts of things, only 
as a rule, Faith won’t let me.” 

“I’ve no doubt she’s a good judge,” I said. 
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“TIsn’t he a beast ?”’ exclaimed my cousin. ‘ Oh, 
Faith, mayn’t I give him the Nocturne in E Flat, 
just to show him? ” 

“ Certainly,” said Faith, smiling; “only after his 
last remark I don’t think he deserves it.” 

“He’s only trying to be funny,” returned Elsie. 
“When you know Dick better you won’t care what 
he says to you.” 

She climbed up again on to the music stool, and, 
after wriggling about for a moment, and pushing aside 
a tumble of rebellious hair, plunged boldly into Chopin’s 
masterpiece. 

It seemed to me that a more favourable opportunity 
for carrying out my purpose wasn’t likely to arrive. 
Elsie, who appeared to have a genuine gift for the 
piano, was plainly absorbed in her performance, so, 
taking advantage of the fact, I moved quietly forward 
to the back of the sofa where Faith had already 
established herself. She glanced up as I approached, 
and I saw by her expression that she had at once 
guessed my intention. I stood for a moment leaning 
forward as though listening to the music ; then, keep- 
ing a sharp watch on Elsie, I extracted the envelope 
from my pocket and slid it silently into its owner’s 
hand. The soft touch of her fingers gave me a sur- 
prisingly pleasant thriJlI—so much so that it was only 
with distinct reluctance I allowed myself to release 
my hold. 

I just had time to catch the quick look of gratitude 
in her eyes when, with an entire absence of warning, 
the door of the room was suddenly flung open. Elsie 
stopped playing abruptly, and before any of us had 
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recovered our self-possession, the ponderous figure of 
my Uncle Joseph was advancing genially across the 
carpet. 

“They told me you were up here,” he exclaimed, 
extending his hand. ‘“ Delighted to see you, my 
boy!” Then, with a side-glance over his shoulder, 
he added encouragingly: ‘‘ Don’t stop your little 
tune, Elsie. We can talk perfectly well while you’re 
playing.” 

Elsie looked at him in a fashion that might have 
withered a rhinoceros. 

““T know you can,” she said, “‘ but I don’t want to 
go on any more, thank you. I was only showing 
Dick what I could do.” 

Uncle Joseph, on whom any attempt at sarcasm 
was hopelessly wasted, gave her an approving nod. 

“Elsie is getting on very well with her music, 
thanks to Miss Melville,” he observed. ‘“‘ By the 
way, I don’t believe that you two have met each other 
before, have you? This is my nephew, Miss Melville— 
quite a celebrity in his own way.” 

“Elsie has done all that’s necessary in that line, 
uncle,” I said. ‘‘ The only compliment left for you 
is to ask me to lunch.” 

“T imagined that you had already fixed that up 
with Poppets,’’ returned my uncle. ‘“ Anyhow, I 
found him in the dining-room opening a bottle of my 
best sherry.” He turned to Faith. “ You had 
better stop too and have some lunch with us, Miss 
Melville. No doubt you would be interested to hear 
some of my nephew’s adventures.” 

“It’s very kind of you, Sir Joseph,” replied Faith. 
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“T am sure that Mr. Brooke must have had some 
most exciting experiences,” 

Elsie, who had slithered down from the music stool, 
ran across to Faith and slipped a hand into hers. 

“That’ll be lovely!” she cried. ‘‘ We’ll make him 
tell us the story about how he woke up and found 
himself in bed with the big snake. It gives you 
creeps all down your back.” 

“Well, you’d better trot along, my pet, and make 
yourself tidy,” suggested my uncle. “ Take Miss 
Melville with you, and when you're ready bring her 
down to the library.” He turned to me. “It’s 
against all my rules,” he added, “ but if you would 
like a glass of that sherry before lunch I don’t mind 
keeping you company for once.” 


CHAPTER V 


I TooK a long sip at the glass which my uncle had 
poured out for me, and put it down with a contented 
sigh. 

“ That’s an uncommonly pretty girl you’ve got 
teaching Elsie music,” I said. ‘‘ Where did you 
pick her up? ”’ 

‘“‘T heard of her more or less by chance,” he replied. 
“‘ She happened to be a friend of the governess we had 
before, who was giving up her work in order to get 
married.” 

“ But who is she?” I asked. ‘“‘I suppose you 
didn’t take her on without making enquiries about 
her.” 

For the first time in our acquaintance Uncle Joseph 
looked a trifle embarrassed. 

“When you have had my experience, Richard,” 
he said with some dignity, ‘‘ you will have learned to 
attach more importance to your own judgment than 
to any number of testimonials. One interview with 
Miss Melville was sufficient to convince me that she 
was fully qualified for her position.” 

“Yes,” I said innocently, “‘ I can understand that. 
But don’t you know anything about her beyond the 
fact that she was a pal of the last governess ? ” 

“T am not in the habit of cross-examining my 
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employees with regard to their private affairs,” re- 
turned my uncle stiffly. “‘ Miss Melville’s references 
were perfectly satisfactory, and I am pleased to say 
that she has entirely justified my confidence in her.” 

Seeing that he was getting a little huffy I refrained 
from pressing the matter further. 

“She and Elsie seem to hit it off all right,” I 
remarked. 

“She has done wonders,” agreed my uncle with 
enthusiasm. “ Elsie is not an easy child to manage. 
There is a good deal of your poor aunt about her, and, 
after several unfortunate experiences with resident 
governesses, I came to the conclusion that it would 
be better to have one in for the day and to arrange for 
a special course of lessons in music and painting. 
Ever since I was fortunate enough to discover Miss . 
Melville the plan has worked admirably. She es 

“Lunch is served, sir.” 

He bfoke off abruptly as Poppets appeared in the 
doorway, and, finishing his sherry, hoisted himself to 
his feet. Just pausing to copy his example, I followed 
him out into the hall, where we discovered Faith and 
Elsie in the act of descending the staircase. 

Though no doubt a majestic specimen of Victorian 
taste, no one could have described the dining-room 
at Canford House as either a cheery or an exhilarating 
apartment. As a rule it reduced me to a state of 
reverential gloom, but, on the present occasion, with 
Faith sitting on one side of me and my cousin chatter- 
ing away gaily on the other, even its marble pillars 
and heavy plush curtains failed to depress my spirits. 

Looking across the table at my uncle, I couldn’t 
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help wondering what his emotions would have been 
if I had suddenly plunged into a truthful description 
of how I had spent the previous evening. He evidently 
regarded Faith as the exact model of what an English 
governess ought to be, and considering his somewhat 
limited information on the subject it was easy enough 
to sympathise with his illusions. Seeing her in this 
domestic atmosphere, with the decorous figure of 
Poppets hovering attentively in the background, I 
found it quite as much as I could manage to persuade 
myself that she was really the same girl whom I had 
driven home at midnight to that obscure house in 
Chelsea. 

Much as I had liked her then, her present surround- 
ings seemed to give her a fresh and additional charm. 
I was conscious of a subtle change in our relationships 
—a queer, indefinable sort of feeling, as though she 
had stepped suddenly into real life out of the pages of 
some fantastic melodrama. 

Whether she in any way shared my sensations it 
was impossible to say, for, with the exception of one 
or two casual remarks, I made no attempt to talk to 
her directly. I knew that in spite of his pomposity 
Uncle Joseph was no fool, and that the least slip 
either on her part or mine would be quite sufficient 
to betray the fact that we had met before. After all, 
she had promised to come out and have tea with me, 
and since I had no doubt that she intended to keep 
her word, the least I could do was to possess my soul 
in patience. 

I had sufficient to occupy my energies in satisfying 
Elsie’s insatiable desire for stories. Having sung 
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my praises to Faith as a daring adventurer, she was 
evidently determined that I should live up to the 
character, and, although her open enthusiasm was a 
little embarrassing, I did my best to keep them 
interested and amused. 

That I was not altogether unsuccessful was clear 
from the obvious reluctance with which Faith at last 
turned to my uncle as the clock on the mantelpiece 
chimed out a quarter past two. 

“Tam afraid I ought to be going, if you will excuse 
me,” she said. ‘It seems very rude running away 
like this, but unfortunately I have another appoint- 
ment.” 

Uncle Joseph pushed back his chair. ‘‘ My dear 
young lady,” he said, “‘ why of course you must do 
exactly what suits your arrangements. I can only 
say that we have much enjoyed having the pleasure 
of your company.” 

“Tt was very kind of you to ask me,” said Faith 
simply. ‘‘I shall feel so proud at being able to tell 
people that I have met Mr. Brooke, and have actually 
heard him describe some of his adventures.” 

My uncle, who was always gratified by any compli- 
ment to his own belongings, nodded his head. 

“Yes, yes,” he said; ‘“they’re making quite a 
fuss about Richard at present. He is such a celebrity 
that we are almost afraid to ask him to the house.” 

“That’s not true!” exclaimed Elsie indignantly. 
*“'You’d sooner come and see us than go anywhere 
else, wouldn’t you, Dick? ” 

‘Rather!’ I said. ‘“‘ At all events as long as the 
sherry lasts.” 
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With an appreciative chuckle my uncle rose from 
his chair and at the same moment Poppets stepped 
forward to open the door. I saw Faith hesitate. 

“TI wonder if you could spare me just a moment, 
Sir Joseph ? ’’ she said. “‘ There’s something I wanted 
to ask you about, and fe 

“ To be sure!’ broke in my uncle genially. ‘‘ Elsie, 
you look after Richard and give him his coffee. If 
you're in a hurry for a cigar, my boy, you'll find one 
on the sideboard.” 

I shook Faith’s hand, with the truthful remark that 
I should probably have the pleasure of seeing her again 
before long, and then, as my uncle escorted her gallantly 
from the room, I wandered over in the direction he 
had indicated and helped myself to a handsome 
looking Corona. 

Elsie returned to her chair and proceeded to pour 
out the coffee. 

“ Faith likes you,” she remarked, as she handed me 
my cup. 

“ How do you know? ”’ I enquired. 

“T could tell it from the way she looked at you 
while you were talking.” 

“You shouldn’t jump at conclusions,” I said. 
“* Perhaps she was only admiring my tie.” 

Elsie made a gesture of dissent. ‘“‘I knew you'd 
get on well together,” she remarked. ‘‘ You do think 
she’s nice, don’t you? ” 

““ Between ourselves,” I replied, “‘ I think that she’s 
a perfect darling.” 

My cousin looked at me a little doubtfully. 

“T don’t want vou to be ¢oo fond of her,”’ she said. 
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“T couldn’t bear you to like anyone better than me, 
especially another woman.” 

“ Another what ? ”’ I demanded. 

“ Well, ’'m nearly a woman,” said Elsie. ‘ Any- 
how I shall be grown up in three or four years, and 
. then I’m going to marry you.” 

“* First cousins aren’t supposed to marry,” T objected. 
“ According to the best authorities they always have 
mad children.” 

“ Oh, that’s all rot,”’ returned Elsie contemptuously. 
“‘ I know people say so because I read it in a book, so 
I asked Doctor Brown about it when he came to see 
me the other day for my cold. I told him I wanted to 
marry you, and he said there was nothing to worry 
about because his own father and mother were first 
cousins and he himself was one of the cleverest men 
in London.” 

‘You can do better than me, Elsie,” Isaid. ‘‘ You'll 
be very*rich when you’re grown up, and you might 
marry a duke.” 

““T don’t want a duke,” returned Elsie. ‘“‘ He’d 
only spend my money and run after a chorus girl. 
They always do.” 

Before I could refute this libel on our aristocracy 
my uncle reappeared in the doorway. He was carry- 
ing Faith’s envelope in his hand. 

“I think you and I might make a move to the 
library, Richard,” he said. “If you’re not ina hurry 
I would like to have a talk with you before you go.” 

“IT suppose that means I’m not wanted,’ observed 
Elsie resignedly. She turned to me. “ You'll come 
up and see me to-morrow night, won’t you, Dick? 
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Uncle makes me stop upstairs when he has a party, 
but I shan’t go to bed, not till ten o’clock.” 

‘“‘ Right you are,” I said. ‘‘I’ll get hold of Poppets 
and we’ll have a couple of ices together in the school- 
room. I shall want something to buck me up before 
I face all those distinguished people.” 

Elsie kissed me good-bye, and in company with 
my uncle I proceeded to the stately apartment which 
housed the surviving portion of the late Lord Canford’s 
library, a sombrely bound collection, consisting chiefly 
of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century sermons, that 
had been taken over with the remainder of the fittings. 
It was an eminently suitable place in which to ad- 
minister good advice, and with an uneasy suspicion 
that this was the reason for its selection, I cast an eye 
over the furniture in search of the most comfortable 
looking chair. 

While I was making my choice, I was also watching 
with considerable interest the movements of my uncle 
Joseph. On entering the room he had walked across 
to the further corner, where, by sliding aside a panel 
in the wainscoting, he had brought to light a small 
steel safe built into the wall. He opened it with a key 
which he carried on his watch-chain, and, having 
laid Faith’s envelope carefully inside, I saw him lock 
up the door again and replace the panel. There was 
something so comic in the thought of his having become 
an unconscious partner in our little syndicate that I 
found it precious hard to keep a straight face, when 
he suddenly turned round and caught my eye. 

“T was just putting away some document which 
Miss Melville has asked me to take charge of,” he 
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explained. ‘“‘ She seems to have very few friends, poor 
girl, so I am always glad to do her any small kindness 
that’s in my power.” He came across to where I 
was standing, and took possession of the very chair 
which I had finally selected for my own use. “Sit 
down, my boy,” he added genially, ‘‘ sit down ana 
make yourself comfortable. Now that you have had 
time to think over what we were talking about last 
Tuesday, I should like to know how the idea strikes 
you.” 

Seeing that there was no escape, I seated myself 
on the sofa. 

“To tell you the honest truth,” I said, “I don’t 
believe that I should be a real success as a paper 
manufacturer.” 

My uncle leaned back and contemplated me thought- 
fully. 

“When I suggested taking you into the firm, 
Richard?’ he replied, “‘ I was fully aware that you were 
not likely to develop some of the particular qualities 
which are necessary in the direction of a large industrial 
concern.” 

“Thank you, uncle,’ I said, ‘‘ that’s a very nice 
way of putting it.” 

He raised his hand. ‘“ You mustn’t think I am 
underrating your abilities. On the contrary, I am 
very proud of you. I can see that you have any 
amount of intelligence and enterprise from the way in 
which you have conducted this expedition in Brazil. 
It’s entirely from what I may call the business point 
of view that I doubt whether you would be exactly 
suited for a really responsible post in the City.” 
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There was something so friendly in his manner 
that I began to feel rather ashamed of my own lack 
of responsiveness. 

“Tam afraid you must think me very stupid and 
ungrateful,’ I said. “I know that you’re making me 
a most generous offer. The only reason I don’t jump 
at it is because I’ve got a sort of idiotic horror of being 
shut up in an office. I daresay I shall develop more 
sense as I grow older, but at present, if I were planked 
down in front of a desk all day long, I should be 
utterly and absolutely miserable.” 

He nodded his head, as if to show that he was not 
offended. 

“You needn’t apologise, my boy. After the sort 
of life you have been leading the last two or three 
years, it’s quite natural that you should find the City 
rather a depressing prospect. What I am proposing 
to you, however, is something altogether different. 
I want you to come into the business, because, apart 
from Elsie, you are the only one of the old stock Icft, 
but I am not suggesting that you should follow in my 
footsteps and give up all the best part of your life to 
manufacturing paper. I have other and _ bigger 
ambitions for you than that, Richard.” He paused. 
““ How would you like to go into Parliament ? ” 

He brought out the question so unexpectedly that 
for a moment I was completely taken aback. 

“ TI don’t know,” I said blankly, “‘ I’ve never thought 
about it.” 

“Probably not,” he replied, rubbing his hands 
together. “I have though ; I’ve thought about it a 
great deal, and what’s more I discussed the matter 
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at some length with your Aunt Jemima shortly before 
she died. Our views with regard to your future were 
practically identical.” 

“ T should like to hear them,” I said. “‘ I’ve always 
had a great respect for Aunt Jemima’s judgment, 
especially since she made me her heir.” 

Uncle Joseph remained silent for a few seconds 
as though arranging his thoughts. 

““T have no wish to boast about my money,” he 
said, “‘ but the fact remains that I am a rich man.” 

“You must be,” I said, “ or you couldn’t afford to 
drink that sherry.” 

“At the present moment,”’ he continued, “I could 
probably write out a cheque for a couple of hundred 
thousand pounds. By the time I come to die I should 
be worth double that amount, provided, of course, 
that nothing happens to the business.” 

“What could happen to it?” I asked. ‘“ People 
are bound to have paper, if only to wrap up their 
parcels in.” 

“You can’t be certain of anything nowadays,” he 
remarked. ‘“‘ There is always the chance that some 
German or American scientist may come along with 
a new invention which will revolutionise the whole 
industry.” 

“T shouldn’t think it was very likely,” I said com- 
fortingly. “‘ There has been such a demand for paper 
the last few years they must have tried every con- 
ceivable method of making it by now.” 

““You never know,” he returned with some bitter- 
ness. ‘‘ These confounded fellows will keep on experi- 
menting, and one has to take the possibility into 


76 THE GIRL IN BLACK 


consideration. However,’ he added a little more 
cheerfully, ‘“‘ we needn’t discuss that point just now. 
The business is sound enough at present, and as long as 
I have my health and strength I am perfectly well 
able to look after it. All I ask from you, Richard, 
is that you should take my place in the House of 
Commons, and devote yourself to a public career. 
As I said before you have plenty of ability, and with 
money behind you, there is no limit to the social and 
political heights you might reach.” He paused. 
“T don’t mind confessing that it has always been the 
great ambition of my life to see our family raised to 
the Peerage.” 

I looked at him for a moment in amused 
astonishment. 

“ But good heavens, uncle! ”’ I said, “if that’s what 
you're after, you had better stick to the job yourself. 
You’re a thousand times more likely to get a title 
than I am.” 

He shook his head. “ There’s no false modesty 
about me, Richard,”’ he replied, ‘‘ but all the same I 
can recognise my limitations. In the first place I 
haven’t had the advantage of a university education.” 

“You don’t suppose that matters,’ I said. “‘ Why, 
I believe that most of the best people read nothing 
except shilling shockers.” 

“ Besides,”” he went on, disregarding my interrup- 
tion, “it’s only in the case of an immensely rich man 
that money is sufficient in itself. One needs influence 
—social influence.” 

“Tf that’s so,” I objected, “‘ you couldn’t have 
pitched upon a more hopeless person than myself. 
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quaintance.” 

“Nonsense,” returned my uncle. “Ever since 
The Times published that account of your expedition, 
everyone in London has been talking about you and 
is anxious to meet you. I don’t suppose there’s a 
hostess in society who wouldn’t jump at the chance 
of having you for a guest.” 

“ Even if you’re right,” I said, “it’s only a matter 
of curiosity. There'll be a fresh attraction before 
you can look round. Somebody will convert the 
Pope or invent a new cocktail, and a 

“IT am not suggesting that the present state of 
affairs will last,” admitted my uncle. “I am only 
pointing out the exceptional advantages you have, 
if you care to make a sensible use of your opportunity.” 

‘“What do you mean by ‘a sensible mse? 2201 
enquired. 

Uncle Joseph looked at me inal archly. 

“ Have you ever considered the question of getting 
married ? ” 

“Not recently,” Isaid. ‘‘ When I was at Cambridge 
I had serious thoughts of proposing to the barmaid 
at The Red Lion.” 

“‘ Marriage,” observed my uncle, “is the most 
important step in a man’s life. It can make or mar 
his whole future career.” 

“No doubt about it,” I agreed cordially. 

“In your case,” he went on, warming to his theme, 
“a well-arranged match is absolutely essential. If 
you ally yourself with some distinguished and aristo- 
cratic family 
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“ But look here, uncle!’’ I broke out, “‘ are you 
proposing that I should walk about London in cold 
blood hunting for the daughter of an earl?” 

“Certainly not,” he replied. “I am merely calling 
your attention to the fact that there are plenty of 
charming girls who also happen to belong to the 
highest society.” 

“Come down, oh, maid, from yonder mountain 
height,” I quoted. Then with a laugh I leaned 
forward and knocked off my ash into the fireplace. 
“It’s all very well,” I added, “‘ but these patrician 
damsels are apt to be a bit exclusive. They would 
probably turn up their noses at a mere explorer.” 

“Don’t you believe it,” returned my uncle with 
conviction. “It might have been so fifty years ago, 
but that sort of thing doesn’t cut much ice nowadays. 
Why shouldn’t a girl marry you, even if she is the 
daughter of a peer? A young, rich, good-looking 
member of Parliament, who has already made a name 
for himself in the outside world 

“But aren’t we going a bit fast?’”’ I suggested 
mildly. “‘Isn’t there some stupid formality about 
being elected : 

He brushed aside my objection with a wave of his 
hand. ‘“‘ You can leave that to me,” he said. “I 
have broached the matter to our local executive, and 
if I choose to retire they will be perfectly willing to 
adopt you asa candidate. There would be no question 
of your failing to get in; it’s one of the safest seats 
in England.” 

I sat silent for a second or two, wondering what 
on earth I was to say. Since the death of my father, 
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when I was a boy of fourteen, Uncle Joseph had 
always been exceedingly kind to me, and now that 
he had unfolded this generous and apparently long- 
cherished scheme with regard to my future, it seemed 
more than ungrateful not to fall in with his wishes. 
The thought of settling down in London, however, 
with a society wife and a political career as my two 
principal hobbies, filled me with a profound depression. 
As I had explained to Jack, my real ambition, as 
soon as I had recovered my health, was to get hold 
of a boat of my own, and cruise round the world. The 
task of reconciling these two somewhat incongruous 
ideals was distinctly a poser, and I was still search- 
ing vainly for a suitable opening, when a timely 
interruption in the shape of Poppets suddenly framed 
itself in the doorway. 

“Mr. Henderson has just rung up from the office, 
sir,’ he, announced, addressing my uncle. “ He 
asks me to tell you that Mr. Muller is anxious to see 
you this afternoon, if you are likely to be in the City.” 

With a glance at the clock my uncle rose from his 
ehait:/:'™ 

“Very well,” he answered. ‘Tell him that I will 
be along in half an hour.” 

“TI am sorry to have to leave you, Richard,” he 
continued, as Poppets disappeared, ‘‘ but this man 
Muller is rather an important person—a Dutch paper 
manufacturer we have some big business with at 
present. You will meet him to-morrow night, by 
the way}; he is coming to my party.” He paused. 
“With regard to what we were talking about,” he 
added, “‘ think the whole matter over again thoroughly, 
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and when you have made up your mind come and let 
me know. After all, there is no reason why you should 
hurry over your decision. The doctor told me himself 
that you needed a good long rest, and the first and 
most important thing is to get you really well.” 

He patted me on the shoulder in a paternal fashion, 
and, feeling immensely relieved at not being called 
upon for an immediate answer, I once more thanked 
him heartily and promised to give his offer my most 
careful consideration. 

It was with distinctly mixed emotions that I walked 
down the steps of Canford House, and set off along the 
sunlit pavement of Belgrave Square. As a rule, after 
I have decided on a certain course of action and 
succeeded in carrying it through, I am one of the 
last people in the world to worry about the conse- 
quences. On the present occasion, however, a belated 
sense of uneasiness had suddenly taken possession of 
me. The sight of my uncle cheerfully depositing 
Faith’s envelope in his private safe had not been with- 
out its humour, but now that the business was over 
the comic side of it appeared somehow or other to be 
less in evidence. 

Supposing that this mysterious document were 
really as dangerous to everyone connected with it as 
its owner evidently imagined! It was all very well 
forme ; I had gone into the affair with my eyes open ; 
but to involve another person in the same risks, without 
giving him the least warning of what he was up against, 
was a proceeding which, on second thoughts, it was 
not easy to justify. I had put the idea into Faith’s 
head, and if things were to go wrong I should be 
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entirely to blame. Looked at from any standpoint 
it seemed a devilish poor return to make to Uncle 
Joseph after the handsome way in which he was 
proposing to treat me. In view of his business position 
and his social ambitions, he would naturally have 
the strongest objection to being mixed up in any 
questionable transaction, and, unless the preliminary 
symptoms were slightly misleading, “‘ questionable ”’ 
was about the mildest epithet which could be safely 
applied to this particular entanglement. 

With a growing conviction in my mind that I had 
acted like an idiot, I pursued my way along the side 
of St. George’s Hospital, and came out into the glare 
and bustle of Hyde Park Corner. A glance at the 
clock on the gate opposite showed me that it was a 
quarter to four. I had still an hour and a half to 
get through before I could meet Faith, and, since a 
seat under the trees seemed a more attractive pro- 
position fhan the club smoking-room, I struck out 
across the roadway and entered the Park. 

A number of people, as idle as myself, were sitting 
‘about in the shade or sauntering slowly up and down 
the main walk. After some search, however, I even- 
tually discovered a vacant chair, and, having taken 
possession of it under the very nose of an indignant 
looking gentleman who was also hurrying in the same 
direction, I lighted a cigarette and continued to ponder 
thoughtfully over the problems that beset me. 

At the end of an hour the only definite conclusion 
I had arrived at was that the sooner I could persuade 
Faith to give me a little more of her confidence the 
better it would be for all parties concerned. Judging 
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from experience it was a task which seemed likely to 
tax my powers of persuasion to the uttermost, but, 
since it would also provide me with a good excuse for 
further meetings, I was not disposed to regard that 
fact as being altogether without its bright side. 

It was therefore in a somewhat more satisfied mood 
that I at last got up from my chair, and, strolling out 
through the main gate, started off along the north 
side of Piccadilly. Apart from a certain natural 
excitement at the possibility of further developments 
in my adventure, I was conscious of an extraordinary 
quickening of spirits, which could only be accounted 
for by the prospect of being once more in Faith’s 
company. The nearer I approached to Leicester 
Square the more pronounced this sensation became. 
It reached its culminating point as I threaded my 
way along the crowded pavement of Coventry Street, 
and, turning the corner where Jack had put me down 
the night before, found thyself again confronted with 
the stuccoed splendours of the Cinema de Luxe. 

I glanced hopefully about me, but the one figure 
I was in search of was nowhere to be seen. As it 
still needed a minute or two to the quarter, however, 
I had no just grounds for complaint. I felt convinced 
that Faith intended to keep her appointment, so, 
strolling forward as far as the poster which had captured 
my fancy on the previous evening, I took up a strategic 
position exactly alongside the lady in the night-dress. 

I had not long to wait. Punctuai almost to the 
second, and looking delightfully pretty in her black 
frock and hat, my fellow conspirator emerged from 
the main entrance and came quickly down the steps. 
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With considerable enthusiasm I stepped forward 
to meet her. 

“Bravo, Faith!” I said. “Are you always as 
reliable as this? ” 

She gave me her hand, her lips parting in that 
sudden attractive smile which contrasted so strangely 
with the usual sadness of her expression. 

“T can’t afford to be late,’”’ she said. “I am only 
allowed half an hour.” 

“Tf that’s the case,’ I observed, “‘ we mustn’t 
waste a minute. Is there any place close by which 
you can recommend? Somewhere quiet with nice 
creamy things to eat.” 

“There’s a tea-shop called Pauline’s in the Hay- 
market,” she said. “It’s rather expensive but the 
cakes are lovely.” 

“Oh, hang the expense,” I replied. ‘“‘ We'll give 
Pauline a try, anyway. If I haven’t enough mony 
to satisfy her she can have my watch and 
chain.” 

_ A few minutes later, shepherded by a lady who 

looked like a duchess in disguise, we were making our 
way across a palm-encumbered room towards a dis- 
creetly situated table in the farthercorner. I expressed 
a desire for tea as quickly as the dignity of the establish- 
ment would permit, and, having made certain that 
there were no other customers who could overhear 
our conversation, settled down contentedly alongside 
my companion. 

“T am not going to break our bargain by asking 
you a lot of questions, Faith,” I said, “ but, after 
what has happened this morning, there are just a 
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couple of points I must have cleared up. It’s neces- 
sary for your own sake. Unless I know a little more 
than I do at present, I am almost bound to put my 
foot in it sooner or later.’ 

Her grey eyes looked back into mine frankly and 
steadily. 

“T told you last night that I didn’t want you to 
trouble about me any further,” she said. “I only 
agreed to meet you to-day because I felt I hadn’t 
thanked you half enough for what you have already 
done.”’ 

“There’s nothing to thank me for,’’ I objected. 
“TIT am enjoying myself immensely. All that I’m 
afraid of is that I may make some stupid blunder 
entirely through ignorance, and then goodness knows 
what mischief I might be responsible for.”’ 

' “ What are the questions you want me to answer? ” 
she enquired. 

“In the first place,” I said, “how long do you 
propose to leave that envelope in my uncle’s safe ? ”’ 

For a moment she made noreply. “I don’t know,” 
she said at last ; ‘“‘ why do you ask me.” 

“Well, now I’ve had time to think it over,” I said, 
“it seems to me that we aren’t quite playing the 
game.”” I paused, “At least I’m not,” I added. 
“You merely acted on my suggestion.” 

“ But that’s absurd,” she exclaimed quickly. “I 
asked Sir Joseph to take care of the paper for me. 
You had nothing whatever to do with it.” 

“ Oh, i I had,” I said firmly. ‘I am entirely 
to blame for the whole thing. I’m not worrying about 
that, however; it’s my uncle’s feelings I’m thinking 
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of. You see he’s an M.P. and respectability is the 
very breath of his nostrils. If there’s any chance of © 
his being mixed up ~ 

I broke off abruptly at the approach of the duchess, 
who, carrying a tray laden with tea and fluffy-looking 
cakes, was advancing haughtily in the direction of 
our table. 

We both remained silent until she had completed 
her ministrations, and then, just as I was on the point 
of continuing, Faith suddenly interrupted me. 

“You are quite right about the paper,’ she 
said. “I didn’t realise what I was doing. I shall 
ask Sir Joseph to give it back to me to-morrow 
morning.” 

“But what are you going to do with it then?” J 
said. ‘‘ You'll be in exactly the same difficulty as 
before.” 

“T must find somewhere else to hide it,” she 
answered.” ““I can’t possibly leave it at Canford 
House. I ought never to have taken it there.” 

““There’s no occasion for such a frantic hurry,” I 
protested. “It can quite well stop where it is for a 
day or so; at all events until you’ve thought of some 
better plan than carrying it about with you.” I 
watched her for a second as she poured out the tea. 
“You needn’t be afraid of my uncle becoming the 
least suspicious,’ I added. ‘‘ He looks on you as the 
last word in everything that’s perfect.” 

My assurance only seemed to increase her discomfort. 

“ That’s what makes it all so hateful,” she said in 
a low voice. ‘‘ You have probably guessed by now 
how I have taken advantage of his good nature.” 
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“ Well,” I admitted, ‘‘ it did seem to me that per- 
haps you’d been a little reticent about yourself. Has 
he any idea, for instance, that you are playing the 
piano in a picture house? ”’ 

She shook her head. ‘ None at all. If he had he 
wouldn’t allow me to teach Elsie.” 

“What made you takeit up?”’ I demanded. ‘It must 
be a beastly job for anyone who is a real musician.” 

“T do it for the money,” she said simply. “ They 
pay me enough to live on, and I can save everything 
I make by giving music lessons.” 

Her reply was so unexpected that for a moment I 
was rather at a loss. 

“You are full of surprises, Faith,” I remarked. 
“Somehow or other I should never have pictured 
you as a shining example of thrift.’ 

“Tt’s not naturally one of my ruling passions,” 
she answered with the ghost of a smile. “‘ I am saving 
up for a special object—something so important to 
me that nothing else matters in the slightest.’ She 
paused. ‘‘ Until I have a certain amount of money, 
however,” she added reluctantly, “ I can do nothing.” 

“T’m always hunting round for a good investment,” 
I observed. ‘“‘ Why not turn yourself into a limited 
company and let me have a few shares? ” 

“No, no,” she said hastily. “‘I am not going to 
borrow money from you.” 

“You're frightfully inconsistent,’ I protested. 
“You have just declared that you were ready to 
sacrifice anything for this one particular purpose, 
and yet when I make you a perfectly reasonable and 
business-like offer, you won’t even consider it.” 


THE GIRL IN BLACK 87 


“You must think what you like about me,” she said 
with a kind of dogged obstinacy. ‘‘I am not going 
to take your money, and I am not going to allow you 
to run any more risk on my account. I want you 
to leave me alone—to let me drop out of your life 
altogether. If you knew what I am you would be 
thankful to be rid of me.” 

There was a bitterness in her words which spoke 
volumes for their sincerity, but instead of having the 
effect that was intended they only roused my interest 
and sympathy to a still keener pitch. 

“I know quite enough,” I said bluntly. ‘I know 
that you are unhappy and badly in need of someone 
to help you. I don’t claim to be particularly intelli- 
gent, but since there appears to be nobody Dect 
I intend to stand by in case I’m wanted.” 

She looked at me for a moment with a queer 
expression’ that I was unable to fathom. 

“You must do as you wish,” she answered at last. 
“T have nothing more to say—nothing whatever.”’ 

We sat for a little while without speaking; then, 
as if suddenly recollecting her surroundings, she 
glanced at the miniature watch that she was wearing 
on her wrist. 

““Why it’s nearly twenty to six,” she exclaimed. 
**T shall have to be getting back to the theatre.” 

“But you can’t go yet,” I objected. ‘‘ You haven’t 
had half enough tea, and, besides, there are all sorts 
of things I want to talk to you about.” 

“‘I am afraid there’s no help for it,’”’ she said with 
a faint smile. ‘‘ You don’t seem to realise what a 
lot of pianists there are in the world. If I stay out 
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beyond my proper time I shall certainly be given a 
week’s notice.” 

I signalled regretfully to the duchess, who at that 
moment happened to be attending a neighbouring 
table. 

“Very well,” I replied; ‘‘ I'll settle up here and 
walk round with you. You promised me half an hour 
and I refuse to be cheated out of my last five minutes.” 

I paid the bill, which was on the same resplendent 
scale as the rest of the establishment, and, pocketing 
a little stray change from my ten shilling note, followed 
Faith to the doorway. 

“There’s one thing I want you to do,” I continued, 
aS we came out into the street ; “‘ you must give me 
your word that you'll let that envelope stay where 
it is for at least a couple of days. That will allow 
us plenty of time to think of some safe way of hiding 
ee 

“But what about your uncle?” she answered. 
“You said yourself that it wasn’t fair on him.” 

““T meant that we oughtn’t to leave it there in- 
definitely,” I explained. “I’ve no fear of there being 
any trouble during the next forty-eight hours. Unless 
your friends have got second sight they’re hardly 
likely to start searching Canford House until they’re 
quite sure that neither of us - 

“You don’t think that they suspect you?” she 
interrupted quickly. ‘Did anything happen last 
night that you haven’t told me about?” 

Not wishing to add to her anxiety I gave a little 
job to the recording angel. 

‘““ Nothing at all,” I said cheerfully, “except for 
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the fact that I slept like a top. All the same there’s 
no doubt that I was seen driving home with you, so 
if they should get it into their heads that you’ve parted 
with the paper, they would probably jump to the 
conclusion that I’m the lad they’re looking for. As 
long as they leave me alone, Uncle Joseph is as safe 
as houses.” 

We walked on for a short distance in silence ; then 
feeling that I must make the most of my opportunity, 
I added: ‘‘ We had better arrange to meet again 
somewhere the day after to-morrow. I'll fix up a 
plan with regard to the paper, and, if either of us has 
been burgled or kidnapped or anything of the sort, 
we shall be able to compare notes and settle what 
to do.” 

As I spoke we reached the corner of Leicester Square, 
and without any preliminary warning Faith came to 
a sudden stop. 

“Tf I dgree to come,” she said, “it will only be 
because I want to make certain that nothing of the 
kind has happened. In that case will you promise 
that it shall be the last time you will ever try to see me 
or speak to me?” 

I felt that after my conversation with Jackson I 
could safely afford to give the required pledge. 

*‘ Since you insist on it,” I answered with apparent 
reluctance, “I suppose I shall have to let you have 
your own way.” I moved a step nearer to allow an 
old lady to pass, and at the same moment a really 
inspired notion flashed across my mind. ‘“ Why not 
make it lunch instead of tea this time ? ”’ I suggested. 
“ We shall probably have all sorts of important things 
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to discuss, and there’s no particular object in limiting 
ourselves to half an hour.” 

She seemed to be on the point of refusing, but before 
she could speak I added quickly: ‘It may be the 
last time I shall ever see you, so you can safely afford 
_to be generous just for once.” 

Considering how dishonest my plea was, it met 
with an altogether undeserved success. 

“JT will come if I can,” she said very slowly. 
““ Where do you want me to meet you?” 

“ Get into a taxi and tell the man to drive to Bucking- 
ham Court, Knightsbridge,” I replied. ‘‘ You will 
find me outside, waiting for you on the pavement at 
one o’clock. We can settle where we'll go after- 
wards.” 

With a brief nod she held out her hand. 

“ And if you find yourself in any difficulty or danger 
before then,”’ I went on earnestly, “‘ for God’s sake 
let me know.” 

She made no answer, and for a second or two I 
stood looking down into her troubled eyes, fighting 
desperately against an outrageous longing to take 
her in my arms. 

Whether the desire showed itself in my face I can’t 
say; I only know that she suddenly withdrew her © 
hand, and, with an almost inaudible ‘ good-bye,” 
turned away abruptly in the direction of the theatre. 


CHAPTER VI 


THE second act of Tannhduser came to an end amidst 
the usual storm of applause. 

Leaning back in my stall, with the strains of the 
Pilgrims’ Chorus still echoing in my ears, I watched 
the world-famous prima donna, who had sung the 
part of Elizabeth, smiling and bowing her acknowledg- 
ments to the enraptured audience. Again and again 
the curtain was lifted, and on each occasion, amid 
fresh acclamations, another miniature conservatory was 
hoisted over the footlights. The whole atmosphere was 
so charged with emotion that it was only when the last 
hand-claps had finally subsided I began to awake to the 
fact that I was almost painfully in need of a drink. 

Murmuring an apology, I slipped past a couple of 
elderly ladies, dressed chiefly in diamonds, and joined 
the procession of fellow-Philistines who were making 
their way resolutely towards the bar. It was a gala 
night, and the entire clientéle of Who’s Who seemed 
to have emptied itself into the theatre, but, thanks 
to the limited nature of my acquaintance with dis- 
tinguished society, I was not hampered by any of the 
untimely greetings which delayed my less fortunate 
competitors. In consequence, I reached my destina- 
tion well in the first flight. I was just in time to 
secure possession of the last lump of ice, and, with 

gI 
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that hardly won trophy clinking musically in my 
glass, I moved over to a quiet corner where I could 
enjoy my victory in comfort. 

I had already decided that, whether he liked it or 
not, Tannhduser would have to finish his adventures 
without my assistance. The heat in the stalls was 
stifling, and, fond as I am of Wagner, there are limits 
to the amount of carbonic acid gas which I can success- 
fully assimilate. Anyone who pleased could take 
my seat for the last act. I only had one wish, and 
that was to get into the open air as quickly as possible. 

I waited until the bell rang, and then, having braved 
the somewhat contemptuous glance of the cloak-room 
attendant, who was evidently an enthusiastic musician, 
marched shamelessly out through the foyer. It was 
a beautiful night, warm and still as an evening in the 
tropics. The first glimpse of the stars acted on me asa 
tonic, and, with my coat open and my hat in my hand, 
I set off at an easy pace to walk back to Knightsbridge. 

I don’t know if it was the effect of the Venusberg 
music, but all the way home my thoughts kept run- 
ning persistently on Faith. Everything she had 
said, even the tones of her voice and the varying 
expressions on her face, were as real to me as though 
I were still sitting beside her. There was something 
almost uncanny in the vividness of my impressions, 
and for the first time I attempted to face the problem 
which ever since I had left my uncle’s house had been 
clamouring vigorously for attention. Was I in love 
with her? The moment I put the question to myself 
I knew it was superfluous. It may seem absurd to 
lose one’s heart to a girl whom one has only known for 
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twenty-four hours, and who has passionately accused 
herself of being unfit for respectable society, and yet 
there was no getting away from the fact that this 
distressing state of affairs was exactly what had 
occurred. Whether her statement were true or not 
was a matter in which I scarcely troubled to speculate. 
I felt that I should be just as fond of her even if I saw 
her standing in the dock, and when one has arrived 
at that pitch of insanity it’s not much use worrying 
over trifles. 

On the whole, indeed, in spite of the seriousness 
of my discovery, I was more inclined to laugh than 
to do anything else. As a preliminary move in my 
search for an aristocratic bride it was certainly about 
as comic a start-off as I could possibly have made. 
I could picture myself sitting in the library at Canford 
House, imparting the news to my uncle. I could fancy 
the colour rising in his face while I stumbled awkwardly 
over my opening phrases, and I could almost hear his 
gasp of indignation as I finally unfolded my secret. 

I was still meditating on this imaginary interview 
when I arrived at Buckingham Court. Tempted by 
the beauty of the evening, I had half a mind to prolong 
my walk in the direction of Kensington, but the 
timely ding-dong of a neighbouring clock reminded 
me that early hours were one of the principal features 
of my doctor’s programme. Since I appeared to be 
neglecting most of his other instructions, I decided 
that it would be only graceful to humour him on this 
particular point, so, turning in at the entrance a little 
reluctantly, I mounted the staircase which led up to 
my flat. 
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As I was closing the front door behind me, Cartledge 
emerged from the kitchen. The moment I saw him 
it struck me that he had something on his mind. 

“I’m a bit earlier than I expected,” I said. “It 
was so hot and stuffy in the theatre, I thought I’d 
come home and get a good night’s rest.”’ 

He stepped forward, and relieved me of my hat and 
coat. 

“Yes, sir,” he replied, in his usual impassive 
manner. “I suppose you will see the lady first, 
though ? ” 

“The lady!” I demanded. ‘ What lady?” 

“The young lady you have an appointment with, sir. 
She has been here for about three-quarters of an hour.” 

I felt my heart give a sudden jump. A visitor was 
about the last thing in the world that I expected, 
and, apart from Faith, I could think of no other 
girl in London who was even aware of my address. 

“What’s her name?”’ I asked. “Is it Miss Melville?” 

He shook his head. “I can’t say, sir. I enquired, 
but she declined to give it me—merely said that you 
were expecting her, and that she would wait here 
until your return.” He hesitated. “I trust I did 
right in admitting her, sir. I hardly liked to take the 
responsibility i 

“Why, of course you did right, Cartledge,”’ I 
interrupted. ‘‘ Where is she? ” 

“I showed her into the morning-room, sir. I 
thought that if you had wished her to wait in the 
study you would probably have left instructions.” 

“Very good,” I said, trying to speak as casually 
as possible. “I'll ring the bell if I want anything, 
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but I don’t suppose the lady will be staying very long.” 

“There are some sandwiches ready if you should 
happen to require them,” he replied. ‘‘ They are in 
the study with the whisky.” 

I nodded, and, gathering up my belongings with a 
respectful “‘ Good night, sir,” Cartledge disappeared 
into the back regions. 

For perhaps a couple of seconds I remained where I 
was. If my visitor were really Faith—and who else 
could possibly have called on me at this hour ?— 
something extraordinarily urgent must have brought 
her to the flat. A queer feeling of apprehension 
seized me, and, striding quickly forward, I pushed open 
the door of the morning-room. 

Had there been a bucket of cold water on top of it 
I could scarcely have received a bigger surprise. 
Standing beside the sofa from which she had evidently 
just arisen was a dark and strikingly beautiful girl 
in evening dress, with a handsomely embroidered opera 
cloak round her shoulders. To the best of my belief 
I had never seen her before in my life. 

While I was staring at her in frank bewilderment 
she took a step towards me. 

“Mr. Lindsay Brooke? ” she enquired. 

I bowed. “ Yes, that’s my name,’ I said. ‘ Won’t 
you sit down?” 

She made a little gesture of refusal. ‘‘ Before I do 
anything else,” she said, ‘‘ I must apologise for coming 
here at such an unusual time, and also for telling your 
servant that I had an appointment with you.” 

“‘There’s no need for an apology,” I assured her. 
“‘T’ve no doubt you had some excellent reason.” 
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“It was absolutely essential that I should see you 
to-night,” she answered. “I have motored up from 
the country entirely for that purpose.” 

As she spoke it struck me for the first time that her 
voice had the faintest possible suggestion of a foreign 
accent. 

“Well, I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” I 
said. ‘“‘ Asa matter of fact, I have been at the opera.” 
I paused. ‘“‘ Suppose we go into my study?” I 
added. ‘‘ It’s more comfortable there, and I believe 
we shall find some sandwiches and a whisky and soda.” 

“You are very kind,” she replied. ‘I don’t want 
anything to eat or drink, but I shall be most grateful 
if you can spare me a few minutes of your time.” 

“As many as you like,” I returned encouragingly. 
“T’ve nothing to do except to go to bed, and I’m 
in no hurry about that.”’ 

I led the way across the hall, and, opening the door 
of my own particular sanctum, switched on the light. 
I was beginning to enjoy the situation immensely, 
though every instinct I possessed was warning me 
to be on my guard. 

With a dainty rustle of silk my visitor preceded me 
into the room. 

“T can recommend the big arm-chair,’’ I said, “‘ and, 
if you’re quite sure you won’t change your mind about 
the sandwiches, perhaps you ’lltry oneof mycigarettes?”’ 

I offered her my case as I spoke, and, with a smile 
which I certainly found most attractive, she helped 
herself from its contents. 

“Tam much obliged to you, Mr. Brooke,” she said, 
“but I can’t say that I am surprised by your kindness. 
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T was already convinced that besides being a very brave 
man you were also a remarkably good-nattred one.” 

“You've evidently been reading one of my 
publisher’s announcements,” I returned. ‘‘ When we 
know each other better you'll find that he’s something 
of an optimist.” 

She laughed softly, and, settling herself in the chair 
which I had pointed out, unfastened the clasp of her 
opera cloak. The low-cut dress that she was wearing 
revealed the full beauty of her neck and shoulders, 
and, though I am not an authority on such matters, 
I felt sure that any artist would have shared my 
enthusiasm. 

I seated myself on the padded fireguard along- 
side, and, striking a match, helped her to light her 
cigarette. With her white arm practically brushing 
my cheek, and her red lips only a few inches away, 
it was as much as I could manage to keep my 
hand steady. 

She blew out a little cloud of smoke, and, leaning back, 
looked up at me sideways from under her long lashes. 

“ Your kindness has meant a great deal to me,” 
she said, “ because I have come here on an extra- 
ordinarily difficult and embarrassing errand. I am 
going to ask you a question which I am afraid you 
will think a very impertinent one, and which you will 
most likely refuse to answer.” 

“ That’s all right,” I replied. ‘‘ Now you’ve warned 
me I shall be able to control my temper.” 

There was a brief pause. 

“I want to know,” she said slowly, ‘‘ whether you 


have consented to take charge of a document which 
D 
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doesn’t belong to you, and, if so, whether that 
document is still in your possession ? ” 

That something of the sort was coming I had had 
no doubt, but there was a cool directness about her 
enquiry which momentarily staggered me. I was 
conscious that she was watching me intently, however, 
and, braced by this knowledge, I managed to maintain 
my composure. 

““ When one gets to exchanging confidences,” I said, 
“ don’t you rather like to know the name of the person 
you're talking to? I always think it makes the 
conversation so much more interesting.” 

She leaned forward, resting her hand on the arm 
of the chair. 

“T have no wish to make a mystery of it,” she 
answered. “‘ My name is Olsen—Rachel Olsen.” 

Rachel ! 

Swift as light, my memory flashed back to that 
darkened box at the picture palace, and the low, 
chuckling whisper of the man with the German voice : 

“Yes, yes, I think we may safely leave it to Miss 
Rachel.” 

“Thank you very much,” I said. ‘‘ Now we are 
both sure of each other’s identity, I’ve a sort of feeling 
that we shall get along together splendidly.” 

All the while I was speaking my mind was hard at 
work with the question of what I was going to do. 
It struck me that the first and most important thing 
was to keep up my visitor’s impression that the paper 
was in the flat. As long as it was believed to be still 
in my keeping Faith at least would be temporarily 
out of danger. 
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Miss Rachel Olsen’s dark-brown eyes were fixed 
steadily on my own. 

“T shouldn’t think you found much difficulty in 
making friends with women,” she remarked. ‘ We 
may pretend to be different, but the things which 
really appeal to us in a man’s character are exactly 
the same as they always were—courage and chivalry 
and a sense of honour.” 

“ And you give me credit for all three of them?” I 
enquired. 

“Tf I didn’t,” she returned, ‘‘ I shouldn’t be here. 
I have come because I believe that the right way to 
deal with a man like you is to be perfectly straightfor- 
ward and honest. If I am wrong I must put up with 
the consequences.” 

It was the kind of answer which might have appealed 
to anyone’s vanity, but, in spite of the apparent 
sincerity with which it was uttered, it only helped to 
deepen my mistrust. The more I saw of Miss Rachel 
as an acquaintance the greater became my respect 
for her as an adversary. 

“T should like to live up to your good opinion of 
me,” I said, speaking as lightly as possible ; “all the 
same, one doesn’t necessarily feel compelled to answer 
a question merely because it happens to have been 
asked. Even supposing that what you suggested is 
a fact, why should I discuss the matter with you? ”’ 

It may have been my imagination, but I thought 
I could detect a gleam of triumph in her eyes. 

** Because I have a right to know,” she answered. 
“The paper you have been asked to take care of was 
stolen from my father.” 
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She made the announcement with a dramatic abrupt- 
ness which added toits effect, but by this time I was more 
or less proof against anything in the way of a surprise. 

“That rather discounts the nice things you were 
saying about me just now,” I observed. “‘ One can 
hardly be a receiver of stolen goods and a modern 
edition of King Arthur at the same time.” 

“T think that you are the victim of your own good 
nature,’ she replied. ‘‘ With the best intentions in 
the world you have allowed yourself to be tricked 
and imposed on.” 

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time,” I confessed. 
“All the same, if you'll forgive my saying so, I’ve 
only got your word for it.” 

There was a short silence. 

“Two months ago, Mr. Brooke,” she said, “‘a man 
died in Dartmoor Prison. His namewas James Melville. 
He was the father of the girl you helped last night.” 

A vision of Faith’s pale, sorrowful face rose up 
before my eyes, and although for a moment I remained 
staring at my visitor half incredulously, I instinctively 
felt that she was speaking the truth. 

“As you were abroad at the time,” she continued, 
“you probably won’t remember the case. He was 
found guilty of forging bank-notes, and was sentenced 
to ten years’ penal servitude.” She paused. “ It 
was this man,” she added, “ who stole the paper you 
now have out of my father’s safe.” 

I got up from my seat and stood with my back to 
the fireplace. 

“Tn that case,” I said, “ you would probably have 
no difficulty in recognising it?” 
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“None at all,’ she answered. “‘ It is a single sheet 
of paper with a number of words and figures on it. 
To anyone who doesn’t know what it is about it would 
be absolutely intelligible.” 

“‘ And to anyone who does,”’ I suggested, ‘‘ I suppose 
it would be of considerable value? Otherwise a 
man who already had a sound paying profession like 
forging bank-notes would scarcely attempt to steal it.’’ 

For a second Miss Olsen hesitated. “It is a secret 
chemical process,” she said, ‘‘ which was invented 
about two years ago by a young Swede. He sold it 
to my father, and a few months later he died. Some- 
how or other this man Melville must have heard about 
it. He broke into our house and stole the original 
draft before it had been copied. If he hadn’t been 
arrested almost immediately afterwards he would 
probably have taken it to America and made a fortune 
out of it there. As it was, he managed to pass it on 
to his daughter, no doubt telling her to keep it for 
him until he came out of prison.” 

“ But why didn’t you go to the police? ”’ I asked. 
“It seems to be one of those nice, simple cases in 
which they really shine.” 

“Tt was not until quite recently,’ she answered, 
“that we succeeded in finding out where the paper 
was. If we called in the police now, what do you 
suppose would happen? They couldn’t get it back 
for us without prosecuting the girl. The paper would 
have to be produced in court, and in order to prove 
our right to it we should be compelled to explain the 
process. Directly the secret was out its whole value, 
as far as we are concerned, would be utterly destroyed.” 
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I nodded sympathetically. ‘‘ Yes, I can see that,” 
I said, ‘‘ but there’s just one little point I haven’t 
yet grasped. Considering the fact that I’ve only 
been in England a few days, why on earth do you 
suspect me of being connected with the affair ? ” 

Leaving her cloak on the back of the chair, my 
visitor rose to her feet. For a second she stood facing 
me without speaking—a lovely and alluring figure 
in the softly shaded light. 

“T think you can guess the answer to that,” she 
said in a low voice. ‘‘ How you came to be with 
Faith Melville last night I don’t know. I suppose 
she must have met you at your uncle’s house, and, 
knowing that she was in danger of being forced to 
give up the paper, have decided to make use of you 
by playing on your sympathies. I don’t blame you 
for being deceived, Mr. Brooke. She is a very beauti- 
ful girl, and the daughter of one of the cleverest 
criminals who ever lived.” 

She drew a step nearer. 

“Tell me that I have done right in coming here,” 
she continued. “I don’t ask you to give me the paper; 
I only want you to promise me that you will keep it 
safe in this room until you have seen my father.” 

“You needn’t bein the least anxious,’ I said. ‘“‘ Forthe 
present that paper is going to stop exactly where it is.” 

She looked up at me, her lips parted and her eyes 
shining softly. 

“Tam glad I had the courage to come,” she said, 
almost in a whisper. “You have made me very 
happy—and very grateful.” 

I had never regarded myself as having much in 
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common with St. Antony, but just for a moment I 
felt that I could sympathise with his misfortunes. 

“It has been a most delightful evening,” I replied. 
“Tam only sorry I didn’t come home an hour earlier.”’ 

She gave me her hand, which I raised gracefully to 
my lips, and then, moving back towards the chair, 
she slowly picked up her cloak. I stepped forward, 
and, taking it from her, placed it round her shoulders. 

“How about your car?” I asked. “I didn’t see 
it outside when I came in.” 

“IT sent it away,” she answered. ‘‘I am staying 
in town with some friends for the night, and I thought 
that I should be able to find a taxi to take me back.”’ 

“That will be easy enough,” I said. “ There are 
always plenty of them in Knightsbridge. I’ll come 
along with you and make certain that you get one.” 

Leaving the light burning, I escorted her down the 
staircase to the main hall,. where we discovered Jack- 
son dozing peacefully in his accustomed corner. He 
woke up at the sound of our footsteps, and, with a 
murmured apology, proceeded to unlock the front door. 

“ Taxi, sir? ”’ he enquired. 

I nodded, and, as he stepped out into the roadway, 
my companion laid her hand on my arm. 

“You have done me a great service to-night,’”’ she 
whispered. “I hope that some day I may be able 
to return it.” 

“J don’t think you really owe me anything,” I said 
truthfully. ‘ After all, no man likes to be made a 
fool of—especially by a pretty woman.” 

It was a touch of irony which I was unable to resist, 
and for a moment I felt half afraid that I might have 
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awakened her suspicions. Her answer, however, 
reassured me. 

“ You will hear from my father either to-morrow 
or the next day,” she said. “‘ It will be a great relief 
to him to know that the paper is in your hands.” 

“T hope you will give me as favourable a character 
as possible,” I replied. ‘‘ You can tell him, with my 
compliments, that I shall look forward to meeting 
him immensely.” 

As I spoke there was a scrunch of wheels outside, 
and, walking forward through the entrance, we found 
a taxi drawn up in the gutter, with Jackson standing 
in attendance. 

“Where do you want to go to? ”’ I enquired. 

Her hesitation was only momentary, but, all the 
same, it did not escape my notice. 

“‘ Hertford Square, please,’’ she said. 

I repeated the address to the driver, and, helping 
her into her seat, closed the door. Almost before I 
had released the handle the man thrust in his clutch, 
and the next minute I was looking after the retreating 
tail-lamp as it spun away rapidly up the street. 

“ Hotter than ever to-night, sir,” observed Jackson, 
touching his cap. “I shouldn’t wonder if we had a 
thunderstorm before the morning.” 

“ Nothing would surprise me, Jackson,” I answered. 
“By the way, how’s the detective business? Any more 
inspectors been prowling around asking questions ? ” 

“Not that I’ve noticed, sir,” he replied, with a grin. 
“Seeing that they’ve made fools of themselves, I 
reckon they’ll be giving us a wide berth for the future.” 

“We'll hope so, anyhow,” I remarked, and, leaving 
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him to fasten up the premises, I remounted the steps 
to my own flat. 

The first thing that met my eyes as I entered the 
study was Cartledge’s plate of sandwiches sitting 
forlornly in the middle of the table. I picked one 
of them up, and, discovering that it was made of 

paté de fois gras, automatically bit off a corner. Then, 
’ with the remainder of it in my hand, I crossed to the 
sofa, and, like King Bruce of Scotland, ‘‘ flung myself 
down to think.” 

It seemed to me that I was confronted with a 
problem compared with which those of his late Majesty 
must have been comparatively simple. Instead of 
helping toclear up matters, this unexpected appearance 
on the scene of Miss Rachel Olsen had only served 
to make the whole situation infinitely more compli- 
cated and puzzling. 

To begin with, what was the real explanation of her 
visit? If her story were true, and the paper were 
indeed a valuable secret that had been stolen from 
her father, the methods which that gentleman was 
adopting to get it back were of a sufficiently peculiar 
kind. I am prepared to take a fairly broad view of 
what one may do in a just cause, but when it comes 
to burglary, kidnapping, and sending one’s daughter 
to a bachelor’s flat at midnight on the off-chance that 
he may prove to be of an accommodating disposition, 
even the least rigorous of moralists must begin to 
draw the line. 

The more I thought it over the more convinced I 
became that the chief purpose at the back of my 
guest’s mind had been to make absolutely certain 
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that the paper was still in my hands. In order to 
satisfy herself on that point she had been prepared to 
go to almost any lengths—even to revealing, or 
_ pretending to reveal, the actual nature of its contents. 
How much reliance could be placed upon her state- 
ments it was difficult to say. The one point on which 
I felt certain that she had been speaking the truth 
was with regard to Faith’s father. It was incredible 
that she would have invented a lie which could be so 
easily disproved, and, apart from that, her story fitted 
in only too convincingly with the evidence that I 
already possessed. If Faith were really the daughter 
of a convicted felon who had recently died in prison, 
most of the things which had puzzled me in connection 
with her became tragicallyclear. The black frock that 
she wore, the traces of suffering in her face, her passionate 
refusal to accept my friendship—all these were entirely 
in keeping with some such grim and shameful secret. 
That Rachel Olsen’s insinuations against her were 
in any way justified, however, I flatly refused to 
believe. Even if the paper had been stolen, it was 
quite possible that Faith might be in ignorance of the 
fact. From the very first she had given me an im- 
pression of honesty which even her own confessions 
had been unable to shake, and, until I had something 
better to go on than the bare word of an underdressed 
stranger, I was not disposed to alter my opinion. 
Besides, having overheard the conversation of my 
two neighbours at the picture house, I needed nothing 
further to convince me that I was dealing with a gang 
of crooks. Those voices—the greasy, chuckling gut- 
tural of the one and the cold, cynical whisper of the 
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other—had stamped their respective owners as effectu- 
ally as a branding-iron. They were gentlemen, I 
felt, for whom any sympathy would be entirely mis- 
placed. As likely as not they had originally got hold 
of the secret through some shady trick, and if they 
had been robbed by a cleverer rogue than themselves 
it was probably nothing but a case of poetic justice. 

I looked forward with intense interest to the promised 
visit of Rachel’s father. I took him to be my hand- 
some, well-dressed neighbour at Jacomelli’s—the man 
who had followed me home in a taxi and introduced 
himself to Jackson as an inspector from Scotland Yard. 
He was evidently the directing brain of the business, 
and, to judge by what I had seen of him, a thoroughly 
qualified and resourceful scoundrel. If he kept his 
appointment, there seemed to be every prospect of a 
really interesting interview, for, however well informed 
he might fancy himself with regard to my affairs, the 
important fact that I was an occasional patron of the 
cinema had apparently escaped his notice. 

I was pondering over the advantage which this 
oversight gave me when my eyes happened to fall upon 
the clock. The sight of the hands pointing to half- 
past twelve reminded me of my good resolution to 
carry out the doctor’s advice, and I couldn’t help 
giving an involuntary chuckle as his actual words 
came back to my memory. 

“Go to bed early,’ he had said, “‘ and take plenty 
of rest. At the same time, try to keep your mind 
pleasantly and continuously occupied.” 

It struck me that the last part of his prescription 
was likely to prove a trifle superfluous. 


CHAPTER VII 
“‘ THE taxi is here, sir,’’ said Cartledge. 

I got up from the dinner-table, and, walking a little 
stiffly into the hall, allowed him to help me on with 
my coat. 

“T think I made a mistake in playing golf to-day, 
Cartledge,” I observed. ‘‘I ought to have started 
with croquet and worked my way up by degrees.” 

“That will soon wear off, sir,” he _ replied 
encouragingly. ‘““ Have you ever tried salad oil? ” 

“ Only with lettuce,” I replied. 

“ Finest thing in the world for easing the muscles,” 
he continued. “If you take my advice, sir, you'll 
have a hot bath when you come back, and rub your- 
self well over from head to foot.” He paused. ‘“ By 
the way, sir, I suppose you’re not expecting any 
more visitors this evening? ” 

“No ladies, at all events,” I said. “It’s just 
possible that a gentleman named Mr. Olsen might 
call. If he does, show him into the morning-room, 
ask him to wait, and ring me up at Canford House 
immediately.” 

I made my way down to the street, and, stepping 
into the taxi which Jackson had summoned for me, 
told the man to drive me to the corner of Belgrave 
Square. Remembering my promise to Elsie, it was 
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my intention to slip quietly into the house by the back 
entrance. I knew that if I attempted the front door 
I should be almost certain to run into the arms of 
Cousin Alice, an amiable, middle-aged, but somewhat 
voluble soul, who invariably played the hostess at 
my uncle’s receptions. If she once pounced on me I 
could say good-by> to any chance of getting up to the 
schoolroom, and, since I not only wanted to see Elsie, 
but was also extremely anxious to have another chat 
with her about Faith, I felt that a little strategy would 
be distinctly advisable. 

I accordingly alighted on the near side of the square, 
and, paying off the driver, strolled forward to where 
a blaze of illumination and an eddy of expensive 
cars announced the fact that Canford House was 
en féte. 

I caught a glimpse of Poppets at the top of the 
carpeted steps, and then,: passing down a side-alley 
into the courtyard at the rear, tapped at the back 
door. It was answered by one of the maids, a pretty 
girl named Susan whom I already knew by sight. 
She gave a start of surprise when she recognised me. 

“Tt’s all right,” I said. “I came in this way 
because I want to run upstairs first and have a talk 
to Miss Elsie. I suppose she hasn’t gone to bed yet?” 

The girl stepped back, smiling. ‘‘Oh, no, sir. 
You’ll find her in the schoolroom. I’ve just taken 
her up her bread-and-milk.”’ 

I walked into the passage and closed the door. 

“‘ Look here, Susan,” I said, giving her my coat and 
hat. ‘“‘ Will you do me a good turn? I promised 
to bring up some strawberry ices, but I don’t see any 
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chance of getting hold of Poppets at present. Do 
you think you could pinch me a couple?” 

She nodded brightly. “I know where they are, 
sir. You wait here and I’ll bring them along.” 

She hurried off, and, true to her word, reappeared 
after a brief delay armed with two formidable-looking 
pink pyramids, which she handed triumphantly to me. 

‘Thanks very much,” I said. “I think we ought 
to manage.on these, unless Miss Elsie’s really hungry.” 

I mounted the back stairs, which led up to the 
second landing, and, advancing cautiously along the 
passage to the schoolroom door, kicked it gently with 
my foot. It was opened by Elsie, who, in a white 
kimono and her hair floating loose over her shoulders, 
looked very like the popular conception of a young 
angel. 

“Oh, Dick, you darling!” she cried. “I was just 
getting afraid you weren’t coming.” 

“I always keep a promise,’ I replied, “ except 
when it happens to be inconvenient.” 

She gurgled softly, and, closing the door behind us, 
came dancing forward to the table on which I was 
depositing my spoils. 

“Don’t they look heavenly? ”’ she exclaimed. “I 
wish they were twice the size.” 

“ They’re both for you,” I announced generously. 
“T’m going to smoke a cigarette and watch you eat 
them.”’ 

“‘ But you must have one,”’ she protested. 

I shook my head. ‘“‘ People who come from hot 
countries aren’t allowed ices,” I said. ‘‘ They give 
one chilblains inside.” 
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She laughed again, and, perching herself on the 
edge of the table, picked up the nearest plate. 

“T wish everyone was as nice as you, Dick,” she 
said. ‘‘ You’re the only person who really under- 
stands me, except Faith.” 

“You're lucky to have two,” I returned, “ especially 
when they’re such distinguished and intelligent people.” 

She popped a large spoonful between her lips, and 
for a moment remained wrapped in silent ecstasy. 

“Was your left ear tingling this morning?” she 
enquired. 

“T don’t know,” I said. ‘‘I was down at Mid- 
Surrey, and one doesn’t notice trifles like that when 
one’s playing golf. Why do you ask?” 

“Tt ought to have been, anyhow,” she remarked. 
“ Faith and I were talking about you for nearly half 
an hour.” 

“Oh!” I said. ‘So she was round here again, 
was she? How did she look?” 

“Just as usual. She was awfully interested in 
what I was telling her, though.” 

“And what was that?” I demanded. 

Elsie licked off another spoonful of ice, and regarded 
me thoughtfully with her head on one side. 

“‘ Why, about your going into Parliament and getting 
married. She seemed to think it was a splendid idea.” 

There was a short pause. 

“ Elsie!’ I observed sternly. “‘ You’ve been listen- 
ing at the keyhole.” 

“No, I haven’t,” was the indignant answer. “I 
happened to hear uncle and Cousin Alice talking about 
it last night. I couldn’t help the door being open.” 
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“What were they saying?” I asked. 

“Uncle was explaining that he’d seen you at Iunch- 
time, and that it was all fixed up and arranged that 
you were to get engaged to some nasty, stuck-up girl, 
just because she might be useful in helping you to 
become a stupid politician. 1 was awfully sick about 
it myself, but Faith said she thought it was quite 
the right thing for you to do, and that she only 
hoped the girl would be nice. As if girls like that 
ever were!” 

“ There might be a stray one about somewhere,” 
I protested. 

“You ought to have waited for me,” continued 
Elsie resentfully. “I’d made up my mind I was 
going to marry you, and it would have saved a fright- 
ful lot of trouble. As it is, you'll have to find me 
somebody else.” 

_“ How would you like Jack Knight ? ” I suggested. 
“He'll probably be Lord Chancellor of England 
before he dies.”’ 

Elsie brightened up considerably. ‘ I never thought 
of him,’ she admitted. ‘‘ He might do if I can’t get 
anyone better. Of course, he’s not as handsome as 
you, but he’s got lovely long legs.”’ 

“ And if they ever give him the Woolsack,” I added, 
“he'll be able to wear knee-breeches and silk stockings. 
That will show them off to the best advantage.” 

As I spoke, the door of the room was suddenly 
thrown open, and, turning in my seat, I found myself 
gazing into the flushed and somewhat’ astonished 
countenance of Cousin Alice. “~ 

“Damn!” said Elsie in a whisper. 
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“Richard!” she exclaimed. ‘‘ Whatever are you 
doing up here? ” 

I rose to my feet, and, stepping forward, shook her 
warmly by the hand. 

“Nothing much,” I said. “ Just smoking a 
cigarette, and watching Elsie eat ices.” 

“But how did you get in?” she demanded. “I 
have been looking out for you ever since nine 
o'clock.” : 

“T felt shy when I saw all those cars,” I explained, 
“so I slipped in quietly by the back door. 

“The back door!” she repeated. ‘‘My dear 
Richard, how could you?” 

“It was quite easy,” I said; “that’s the best of 
being an explorer.” 

“Well, it’s lucky I came up to say good night to 
Elsie,” she observed. ‘“‘ Your uncle is getting very 
annoyed about your not having arrived. If he knew 
where you were he’d be furious.” 

“Then he mustn’t know,” I returned. “ It would 
never do to have a scene in front of all these 
distinguished strangers.” 7 

“Can’t you let him stop a little longer? ” pleaded 
Elsie. ‘‘ We’re just discussing something fearfully 
important.” 

“ Certainly not,” said Cousin Alice firmly. ‘‘ There 
are any amount of people waiting to be introduced 
to him, and, besides that, it’s quite time you were 
in bed and asleep. When I was your age 4 

‘Everyone trampled on you, I'll bet,” said Elsie. 
“They always do when you're really good and 
obedient.” 
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She tossed back her hair, and, putting down the 
plate that she was holding, kissed her hand to me. 

“ Good night, Dick,” she said, “and thank you for 
bringing me the ices. I shall eat the other one while 
I’m having my bath.” 

Cousin Alice gazed at her for a moment in a kind of 
mute helplessness ; then, taking my arm, without any 
further comment she conducted me from the room. 

“JT wish you wouldn’t encourage that child, 
Richard,” she remarked plaintively. “It’s difficult 
enough to manage her already, and I’m sure I don’t 
know what will happen to her when she grows up.” 

‘“‘T shouldn’t worry if I were you,” I said. ‘“‘ Lots 
of good people have been naughty when they were 
young. Think of Tolstoy and Saint Augustine.” 

“They were men,” said Cousin Alice. “ That’s 
quite a different matter. Not that I think there’s 
any real harm in Elsie. She’s never had a proper 
chance, being brought up with a lot of servants and 
governesses. Your uncle ought to have followed my 
advice and kept her at school. As it is, no one can 
do anything with her except Miss Melville.” 

“Miss Melville!”? I repeated innocently. “Is 
that the pretty music mistress who was having lunch 
here yesterday?” 

Cousin Alice nodded. ‘‘A very intelligent and 
respectable young woman,” she said. ‘‘ She impressed 
me most favourably the first time I saw her.” 

““ So she did me,” I agreed heartily. 

We descended a short flight of stairs, and emerged 
into the broad gallery above the hall, where we were 
suddenly assailed by a confused hubbub of voices, 
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mixed up with the protesting strains of a string band. 

I peered cautiously over the banisters. “I don’t 
want to seem ungrateful, Alice,” I said, “‘ but I’d 
give five pounds to be out of this.” 

She took a tighter hold on my arm. “ Don’t be 
ridiculous, Richard. There are some of the most 
interesting people in London here to-night, and, besides 
that, the party is being given in your honour. If 
you don’t play up and make yourself agreeable, Uncle 
Joseph will never forgive you.” 

There being no answer to this obvious truth, I 
allowed myself to be piloted down the remainder of 
the staircase, and a moment later we were slowly 
threading our way into the big reception-room, which 
already appeared to be crowded to its utmost capacity. 

“You had better say a few words to your uncle 
first,’ whispered my companion. “There he is, 
over in that corner, talking to Mr. Muller.” She 
slipped her hand from my arm, and, giving me a 
little pat, added encouragingly: ‘‘ Come back here 
as soon as you’ve made your peace, and I'll take you 
round and introduce you.” 

It was not exactly an easy job forcing a passage 
through that packed and chattering assembly, but, 
by dint of a certain amount of pushing and apologising, 
I eventually arrived at the spot where Uncle Joseph 
was standing. As I approached, I saw that he was 
deep in conversation with an enormously stout gentle- 
man, the back of whose neck bulged out offensively over 
his collar. I felt pretty sure that this must be the 
same Mr. Muller for whom I had been deserted on the 
previous afternoon, and, not being anxious to intrude 
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upon what was perhaps a delicate business discussion, 
I pulled up at a discreet distance and waited for an 
opening. 

At last my uncle happened to raise his eyes. 

‘Hullo, Richard!’ he exclaimed, and then, as I 
stepped forward, he added with heavy playfulness : 
“‘ So you’ve managed to find your way here, have you ? 
I was just thinking of sending the car to fetch you.” 

“Sorry I’m late,’ I said, shaking hands, “I 
played my first game of golf to-day, and I was so stiff 
I could hardly struggle into my dress clothes,” 

Uncle Joseph nodded approvingly. “ Beginning to 
take a few liberties, eh? Well, that’s all in the right 
direction, so long as you're careful not to overdo it.” 
He turned to the big man beside him, who was staring 
at me steadily through a pair of tortoiseshell-rimmed 
spectacles. ‘“‘ This is my nephew whom you've heard 
so much about, Muller,” he added. 

Mr. Muller extended a large, damp hand, which I 
accepted with reluctance. 

“It is a great pleasure to me to meet you, Mr. 
Brooke,” he remarked. “I have read all about your 
expedition, and, if you will allow me to say so, you 
have no warmer admirer than myself.” 

As he uttered the first two or three words, every. 
nerve in my body seemed suddenly to stiffen. For 
one incredulous instant I thought that my imagination 
must be playing me tricks ; then, with an abrupt and 
overwhelming conviction, I knew that there was no 
mistake. It was the same voice that I had heard in 
the darkness of the picture house—the greasy, chuck- 
ling, unforgettable voice of the man in the next box. 
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Staggering as the discovery was, I somehow or 
other managed to keep my head. 

“You must forgive me if I seem a bit stupid and 
embarrassed,” I said. ‘‘I have been away from 
civilised society for so long that all this sort of thing 
is a little overpowering.” 

“Oh, he’ll soon get used to it, eh, Muller? ” broke 
in my uncle genially. ‘‘ There’s nothing really the 
matter with him now except nerves. He was down 
in hospital, you know, with fever for several weeks, 
and, of course, one’s bound to feel rather shaky after 
a bad turn like that.” 

Mr. Muller gazed at me sympathetically. 

“But surely it is unwise for you to be living in 
London?” he observed. ‘I should have thought 
that the good fresh air of the country fs 

“Well, he’s looking out for a week-end cottage 
somewhere up the river, aren’t you, Richard? ”’ put 
inmyuncle. ‘“ By the way, have you had any answers 
to your advertisement ? ” 

“T heard from the house-agent yesterday,” I said. 
“ He’s got the matter in hand, so I suppose something 
will roll up in a day or two.” 

There was a startling hush in the room as a dark-eyed 
young man with a crop of curly hair suddenly appeared 
on the dais at the farther end and seated himself 
quietly in front of the grand piano. 

“This is that Russian fellow, Bonnovitch,” put in 
my uncle, with a certain air of pride. “Bit of a 
triumph getting him here, you know ; he doesn’t often 
play at private parties.” 

Something of the same feeling was evidently shared 
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by the majority of the guests, for, after a moment or 
two of excited whispering, everyone present relapsed 
into a profound silence. I had taken advantage of 
the interval, however, to slip into a vacant place 
against one of the pillars—a position from which I could 
contemplate Mr. Muller at leisure without myself 
coming in the direct range of his peculiarly penetrating 
stare. 

I felt like a man who, having casually stopped to 
look over a pigsty, has studdenly found himself face 
to face with a cobra. It had all happened so unex- 
pectedly that up till then I had had no chance to 
think, but, as the opening bars of the “ Marche 
Militaire’ rang out through the listening room, I 
managed to collect my wits into some sort of working 
order. 

If the owner of the bulging neck in front of me 
were the gentlemen whom I took him to be, I certainly 
seemed to have struck something exceptional in the 
way of scoundrels. Unless there were some extraordi- 
nary coincidence, he was undoubtedly the same person 
who had rung up on the previous day—the eminent 
Dutch manufacturer of whom my uncle had spoken 
with such apparent respect. In view of the latter’s 
knowledge of the City, it was almost inconceivable 
that he could be mistaken on such a point as this. 
Whatever else Mr. Muller might be, he was obviously 
a well-known figure in the paper trade, and, that 
being the case, his secret connection with the Olsens 
became more sinister and mysterious than ever. 

Why should a man in his position be mixed up in an 
underhand scheme to rob Faith of her property? 
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Eminent City merchants don’t descend to kidnapping 
and burglary without an uncommonly good reason, 
and the only explanation I could think of that seemed 
to fit the bill was the one which Miss Rachel Olsen 
herself had so kindly supplied to me. Assuming that 
the envelope in my uncle’s safe really contained the 
details of a new commercial invention of immense 
value, the job of handling such a proposition success- 
fully might well demand the services of some wealthy 
and unscrupulous capitalist. It was not impossible 
that the Olsens, finding themselves in this difficulty, 
had pitched upon Muller as a suitable ally, and, to 
judge by what I had heard of his voice and seen of his 
appearance, it struck me that on the whole they could 
scarcely have made a more promising choice. 

If my reasoning were right, his relations with that 
interesting pair seemed likely to be of a fairly intimate 
character. Considering the delicate nature of the 
job on which they were both engaged, neither party 
could afford to be out of touch with the other. Not 
only would they have acquainted him with the whole 
story of my unexpected intrusion into the affair, but 
probably, by this time, he would also have received 
a full account of Rachel’s visit to the flat. 

It was no wonder that he had stared at me with 
that peculiar intentness. He had doubtless come 
to the party for the express purpose of meeting me, 
and I felt a malicious pleasure as I thought of the 
mingled curiosity and impatience with which he must 
have been awaiting my arrival. 

I was just wondering what his next step was likely 
to be when, with a triumphant crash on the piano, 
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M. Bonnovitch brought his performance to a close. 
There was a prolonged outburst of applause, and, as 
the great artist stood bowing his acknowledgments, 
I slipped out from the shelter of my pillar and managed 
to regain the doorway, where Cousin Alice was still 
standing. 

“Well, how did you like that? ”’ she demanded. 
*‘ Aren’t you grateful to me for bringing you down? ” 

“Very grateful,” I replied. “I had no idea the 
party was going to be half so entertaining.”’ 

“What did your uncle say to you? ”’ she enquired. 
“T hope he scolded you properly for being late.” 

“He rebuked me gently,” I said. “He knows 
I’m too frail to stand anything really unkind.” 

Cousin Alice looked at me suspiciously. “I’m 
beginning to have my doubts about you, Richard,” 
she remarked. “I believe you make yourself out 
to be a great deal worse than you are.” 

“T only accept my doctor’s opinion,” I protested. 
“He told me that I was ill, and it would be absurd 
to argue with a man who’s got about fourteen letters 
after his name.” I paused. “ By the way, talking of 
names,” I added, “‘ is that fat bird over there the Mr. 
Muller Uncle Joseph was telling me about yesterday— 
some Dutch manufacturer who runs a rival paper 
business ? ” 

My companion nodded. “Yes,” she said, “‘ he’s 
the same person, and, between ourselves ’’—she 
lowered her voice to a discreet pitch—‘ he’s a man I 
particularly dislike.” 

“What’s the matter with him?” I asked. ‘ He 
looks a most lovable soul to me.” 
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“In the first place,’’ she answered, “‘ I don’t believe 
he’s a Dutchman at all; I think he’s a German.” 

“You mustn’t judge by appearance,” I objected. 
“That particular type of Teutonic beauty isn’t 
peculiar to Berlin. You find it all over the world.” 

“But I’ve met him,” she insisted. ‘‘ Your uncle 
brought him here to lunch about three weeks ago. 
I could tell he was a German at once from the way 
he ate.” 

““ Does he come to the house often ? ” I enquired. 

“T don’t think so. That was the first time, any- 
how, because I remember how interested he was in 
the pictures and the furniture. It struck me then : 
She broke off abruptly as a formidable lady, followed 
by a submissive husband, came sailing forward with 
the obvious intention of accosting us. “Sir Henry 
and Lady Cranstone,” she whispered hurriedly. 
“Great friends of your uncle, and very anxious to be 
introduced to you.” 

I believe there are some curiously constituted people 
who can go through the experience of being compli- 
mented and lionised with a kind of morbid pleasure. 
The fairy who bestows this gift, however, must cer- 
tainly have been absent from my cradle, for, anxious 
as I was to do credit to the family, I found the next 
half-hour a singularly embarrassing and exhausting 
ordeal. The Cranstones proved to be only the fore- 
runners of an apparently endless succession of effusive 
strangers, to all of whom, as far as I could gather, the 
question of tropical exploration was one of absorbing 
interest. It is true that many of them seemed to be 
a trifle vague as to the exact part of the world in which 
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I had been pursuing their favourite hobby, but that 
detail in no way affected their enthusiasm, or lessened 
the warmth of their congratulations. 

Out of consideration for Cousin Alice, who was 
evidently enjoying herself profoundly, I did my best 
to put up a dignified performance. It was strenuous 
work, however, and by the time I had shaken hands 
with about twenty-five different people, and tried to 
think of something impressive to say to each of them, 
the only notion I had left was a frantic longing to bolt 
from the room. 

I was saved from this social faux pas by the timely 
reappearance of M. Bonnovitch. Seizing my chance 
when everyone’s attention was temporarily distracted, 
I edged away furtively to one of the side-doors, which 
I guessed, from my knowledge of the house, must lead 
out into the back regions. I was too late to escape 
then, but the mere feeling that I had made certain of 
my line of retreat was sufficient to satisfy me for the 
moment. I should be able to steal away at the first 
favourable opportunity, and, in the meanwhile, 
another few minutes of really good music would be a 
welcome and refreshing tonic. 

Standing on tiptoe, I looked carefully round the room 
to see if I could discover any trace of Jack Knight. He 
had told me that he intended to be present if he could 
get away from the House, and, although I had no 
intention of confiding in him until I had obtained 
Faith’s permission, there were one or two points, 
especially with regard to the Olsens, on which I hoped 
that his professional experience might enable him to 
throw some useful light. 
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Failing to discover him, I returned to my previous 
occupation of studying Mr. Muller, who, from the 
particular angle at which I was now standing, reminded 
me of an overfed gorilla. It was fairly evident that the 
piano was not one of his personal weaknesses, and 
when I noticed the dissatisfied air with which he kept 
on glancing about him I began to entertain a shrewd 
suspicion that he was looking for me. The prospect of 
another chat was distinctly tempting, but, on second 
thoughts, I decided that until I had had a little more 
time for reflection it would be wiser to keep out of his 
way. He would be a dangerous opponent to take 
on in a battle of wits, and, with so much at stake, 
I was not disposed to run any unnecessary risks. 
Besides, seeing how bored he already looked, I liked 
to think of him hanging about disconsolately for 
another hour or so, in the vain hope of renewing 
our acquaintance. 

Being almost exactly in front of the door, I had no 
difficulty in making my escape. Directly the music 
ceased, and all my immediate neighbours were clapping 
their hands and craning their necks in the direction 
of the platform, I very unobtrusively turned the 
handle and slipped through into the passage outside. 

Two or three steps brought me to another door, 
covered in green baize, and, pushing it open, I found 
myself in the back hall, where various members of 
the domestic staff were hurrying to and fro with 
preparations for supper. 

As luck would have it, the first person I encountered 
was the girl who had let me in. 

“ Hullo, Susan,” I said. ‘‘ I was just looking for 
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you. Do you remember what you did with my coat 
and hat?” 

“T put them in the cloak-room, sir,” she answered. 

“ Well, do you think you could get them out again,” 
I enquired, ‘‘ without making any fuss? ” 

“Why, of course, sir; but you’re never going yet, 
surely?” 

“ T’m afraid I’ve got to,’ Isaid. ‘‘ I’ve been ordered 
to keep early hours, and it doesn’t do to disobey the 
doctor.” 

She looked at me sympathetically. “I'll fetch 
them for you at once, sir. Would you like someone to 
order a taxi?” 

“No,” I said. “I think I’ve got strength enough 
left to stagger home. Bring them along here, and 
I'll pop off quietly by the back way.” 

A few belated guests were still arriving at the house 
as I emerged through the side entrance, and, feeling 
thankful that I had evaded the pleasure of being 
introduced to them, I started off across the square. 

Once I was out in the open air and away from the 
crowd I found myself able to think far more clearly 
than in the suffocating atmosphere of the ballroom. 
It seemed to me that, on the whole, my meeting with 
Mr. Muller was about the most fortunate thing that 
could possibly have happened. However formidable 
he might be as an additional opponent, the discovery 
I had made with regard to his identity outweighed 
every other consideration. Hitherto I had been like 
a man fighting in the dark, not knowing from which 
direction the next blow might come. I was now at 
least certain that in Olsen and Muller I was face to 
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face with my two principal adversaries, and, with 
that fact plainly established, a new and retreshing 
confidence suddenly took possession of me. 

I enjoyed, indeed, one tremendous advantage. 
Neither of them had the least notion that I had been 
a privileged listener to their interesting conversation 
at the picture house. In all probability they both 
thought that I had consented to take charge of the 
paper entirely at Faith’s request, and that my only 
motive in doing so had been a natural desire to oblige 
a pretty girl. The extraordinary visit which I had 
received from Rachel Olsen confirmed me in this 
opinion. No doubt convinced that I was a bit of a 
fool where a beautiful woman was concerned, they 
had sent her along to the flat in order to make certain 
that the document was still in my hands. Having, 
as they believed, achieved their purpose, they were 
not likely to lose much time in making their next 
move. I felt, in truth, a little surprised that Olsen 
had not already turned up, but the delay, whatever 
its cause, had certainly been all to my advantage. 
I was in a much better position to deal with him now 
than I should have been a few hours earlier, and it 
was with this comforting reflection in my mind that 
I arrived at the entrance to Buckingham Court, and 
mounted the stairs which led up to my flat. 

The first thing I noticed when I opened the door 
was a faint and rather peculiar smell. It seemed 
vaguely familiar, and, having sniffed at it once or 
twice without being able to decide what it was, I 
walked across to the study and switched on the light. 

Then I stood still, gaping like an idiot. 
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Instead of the snug, comfortable room which I 
expected, the whole place was in a state of wild 
confusion. Every drawer in my writing-table had 
apparently been forced open, and a litter of paper and 
envelopes was strewn about the carpet. A fireproof 
despatch-box, which had contained all the notes 
relating to my expedition, had been emptied out 
unceremoniously on to the table. My books lay in a 
jumbled heap on the floor, and even the very sofa and 
chair-covers had been ripped off and flung aside. 

I turned round abruptly and strode towards the 
kitchen. 

“ Cartledge!”’ I shouted. ‘‘ Cartledge! ” 

There was no answer. 

In another second I had reached the door, only to 
find that it was locked and that the key was missing. 
I wrenched at the handle vainly for a moment, and 
then with my clenched knuckles hammered on the 
panel, 

“Cartledge!” I shouted again. ‘Are you in 
theres 

A muffled noise that sounded like a groan just reached 
my ears. 

Something seemed to snap inside me, and, taking a 
quick pace backwards, I hurled the full weight of my 
body against the centre of the woodwork. With a 
grinding crash the lock gave, and, stumbling blindly 
forward, I found myself standing, bruised and shaken, 
in the open doorway. Just in front of me lay the 
prostrate figure of a man, gagged, bound, and writhing 
helplessly about on the floor. 


CHAPTER VIII 


I DROPPED down on my knees beside him, and, as 
quickly as I could, unfastened the napkin which had 
been knotted tightly round the back ef his head. 
Then, with my pocket-knife, I slashed through the 
cords which were biting into his wrists and ankles, and, 
lifting him up gently in my arms, propped him against 
my shoulder. 

“Stop as you are for a minute, Cartledge,” I 
whispered. ‘‘ Don’t try to speak till you’re feeling 
better.” 

He panted out some feeble sort of protest, and, 
struggling up into a sitting position, attempted to 
scramble to his feet. The effort was too much for 
him, however, and, if I hadn’t caught him again, he 
would have toppled sideways into the fireplace. 

“For goodness’ sake give yourself a chance!” I 
exclaimed. ‘“ You can’t expect to do anything while 
you're in this state.” 

I hoisted him into a chair, and, catching sight of a 
decanter of whisky on the dresser, hurried across and 
splashed out some of its contents into a tea cup. 

“ Here you are,” I said, coming back and holding 
it to his lips. ‘‘ You’ll be twice the man when you've 
got a little of this inside you.” 

He took two or three sips at the neat spirit, and 
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then with a sudden movement pushed away the cup. 

* Thank you, sir,” he gasped, “thank you very 
much. I’m sorry to give you all this trouble ” 

He tried to rise again, but with scant ceremony 
I thrust him back into his chair. 

“‘ Don’t be an ass, Cartledge,”’ I said, “ you’ve either 
got to keep perfectly still, or else I shall carry you to 
your room and shove you into bed.” 

I placed the cup on the table, and, drawing up 
another chair, planted myself down exactly opposite 
him. 

“T’m in no hurry,” I continued, “‘ just sit there and 
take it easy, and when you’ve quite recovered your 
breath you can explain what’s happened.” 

He lay back obediently for a little while, his eyes 
half closed, and his chest rising and falling rapidly. 
Then, bit by bit, the colour began to return to his 
face, and at last with a prolonged sigh, he straightened 
himself in his seat. 

“I’m better now, sir, much better. It was the 
chloroform that made me feel so queer.” 

“ Chloroform !’’ I echoed. ‘‘ Why, of course, that’s 
what the smell was in the_hall.” I leaned forward 
and inspected him with interest. ‘‘ You seem to 
have been having quite a romantic evening, Cart- 
ledge,” I added. 

“Yes, sir,” he replied, “ very romantic indeed, sir. 
I never imagined that things like this could occur 
except on the films.” 

He paused. 

“What has occurred?” I demanded. 

“When you come to look round the other rooms, sir, 
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I’m afraid you will probably find that the flat has been 
burgled.” 

“Oh, I’ve found that already,” I said. “ Judging 
by the state my study’s in, it seems to have been 
done pretty thoroughly, too.” 

Cartledge nodded a little sadly. ‘It’s only what I 
expected, sir. I don’t know if you will consider that 
I was in any way to blame, but I assure you c 

“T don’t want assuring,” I interrupted. ‘‘ When I 
find a man locked in a room, gagged, chloroformed and 
tied up like a trussed chicken, I always take it for 
granted that he’s done his best.” I removed my hat 
which I was still wearing, and mopped away the 
perspiration that was trickling down my forehead. 
“ Just fire ahead and let me have the plain facts,” 
I concluded. 

There was a brief silence. 

“Tt must have been about half an hour after you 
had goney sir,” said Cartledge, speaking very slowly 
and deliberately. ‘‘I had cleared away the dinner 
things and I was sitting in here having a glance at the 
evening paper when I suddenly heard the bell ring. 
I got up at once and went to the door. When I opened 
it, I found two men standing outside.” 

“What sort of men? ” I asked. 

“One looked like a gentleman, sir, and the other— 
well, the other might have been anything; a big, 
round-shouldered fellow with a red face.” 

“Go on,” I said briefly. 

“Before I had time to enquire their business, the 
gentleman—that’s to say the one in evening dress-— 
stepped through into the hall. 

E 


130 THE GIRL IN BLACK 


** * We’ve called to see Mr. Brooke,’ he says. 

“** Mr. Brooke’s not at home,’ I answers. 

“Then in a flash the other man walks in too and 
closes the door after him. I felt at once that something 
was wrong, sir, but I hadn’t the chance to move or 
even to cry out. One of them clapped his hand over 
my mouth, and the other kicked my legs away from 
underneath me. I came down with a bang, and the 
next thing I knew they were holding me by the throat, 
and pressing a wet pad over my mouth and nose. 
After that it’s all a blank, sir. I’ve no recollection of 
anything—not until I heard you shouting and 
hammering at the door.” 

He broke off, and, reaching out his hand for the cup, 
took another sip at its contents. 

“You must be pretty tough, Cartledge,” I said, 
“there aren’t many people who could stand what 
you’ve been through and then come up smiling at the 
end of it.” 

“T have a good constitution, sir,” he replied 
modestly. ‘It’s a characteristic of our family.” 

“So I should imagine,” I said. ‘‘ Now tell me— 
this man that you describe as a gentleman—what was 
he like to look at ? ” 

Cartledge paused to consider. ‘‘I only saw him for 
a moment, sir. From what I can remember, I should 
say that he was about fifty. A handsome, clean- 
shaven man, sir, and very well dressed, indeed.” 

The description fitted Olsen to a nicety, and the 
whole daring and carefully prepared scheme of which 
I had been the intended victim, suddenly became as 
clear as daylight. As I suspected, my charming 
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visitor of the night before must have been sent to me 
for the sole purpose of finding out whether the paper 
was still in the flat. Convinced of this, they had 
staked everything in a desperate attempt to recover it, 
and the almost insolent recklessness of the undertaking 
was sufficient proof of the immense value which they 
must attach to its possession. 

I looked at Cartledge in some perplexity, wondering 
what the devil I could say to him. If I gave him the 
impression that I had recognised either of his two 
assailants, he would naturally expect me to follow it 
up with some sort of explanation. To do this, however, 
without betraying Faith’s secret, was practically 
impossible, and, much as I disapprove of monkeying 
with the truth, there are times in every man’s life 
when it becomes a painful but necessary duty. _ 

“Well, there’s one point we can be certain of,” 
I said, getting up from my chair, “and that is that 
both of them were experts in their own particular line. 
If you feel up to a stroll round the flat, you’ll see a 
really pretty example of how the well-trained burglar 
does his work.” 

Cartledge rose at once, and, declining my proffered 
assistance, followed me a little shakily along the 
passage to the door of the study. When his eyes 
encountered the scene of confusion within, his expres- 
sion became almost tragic. 

“‘ Rather a jumble, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘‘ I suppose 
they were in a bit of a hurry, and hadn’t time to tidy 


up.” 
“IT never saw such an outrageous thing in my life,” 
he exclaimed. ‘‘ Wanton! That’s what I call it! 
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Positively wanton!” He paused for a moment as 
though to recover from his indignation. “ Have you 
any idea what’s missing, sir ? ” he enquired. 

With that happy inspiration which is responsible 
for nearly all good lies, a way out of my difficulties 
suddenly flashed into my mind. 

“‘T shouldn’t be surprised,” I said impressively, 
‘if there was nothing missing at all.” 

“Nothing at all!” he echoed, “ but surel 5 

“This is no ordinary common or garden burglary,” 
‘ IT interrupted. “‘ Can’t you see from the state of the 
room that they must have been hunting for some 
particular object ? ” 

“Why yes, sir,” he admitted, ‘it looks like it, 
certainly.” 

** And I believe I can guess what it is,” I continued. 
““ When one of those newspaper chaps was interviewing 
me the other day I was stupid enough to tell him that 
I’d got hold of one or two fine Brazilian diamonds and 
brought them back to England. He mentioned this, 
of course, in his article, and some infernal gang of 
crooks must evidently have spotted it. I suppose they 
kept a watch on the place until they were certain that 
you were alone, and then just walked in and took their 
chance.” 

To my immense relief, Cartledge swallowed the yarn 
unhesitatingly. 

“ And the stones, sir? ”’ he enquired, “ weren’t they 
in the flat after all? ” 

“ Of course not,” I said truthfully. 

He nodded again with a slightly regretful smile. 
“T should like to have seen their faces after they’d 
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finished searching. Are all the other rooms in the 


’ same state as this, sir? ” 


“TI expect so,” I said. “I haven’t looked yet, but 
one can be pretty sure they made a thorough job of it.” 

I led the way across to my bedroom, the door of 
which was also open, and one glance was sufficient to 
show that here as well everything had been subjected 
to the same ruthless examination. 

Cartledge clicked his tongue with an air of resentful 
disgust. 

“ Looks as if a regiment of Huns had been at it,”’ he 
observed. ‘“‘ However, if you don’t mind waiting a 
minute, sir, I’ll soon have this straightened out.” 

He was in the act of stepping forward when I took 
him by the arm. 

“No you won’t, Cartledge,’’ I said. ‘‘ You'll pop 
off to your bed at once and have a good night’s rest. 
Any clearing up there is to be done can damn well 
wait till to-morrow.” 

He again started to protest, but, without paying the 
least heed to his objections, I conducted him firmly 
towards his own apartment, and pushed him in through 
the doorway. 

“ There you are,” I said, pointing to his bed; “ you 
tumble in between the sheets and don’t you get up in 
the morning till I’ve been in to have a look at you. If 
I want a cup of tea, I’ll get it for myself.” 

I shut the door, and, having switched off the light 
which was still burning in the study, re-entered my 
bedroom. 

It was certainly in a deplorable mess, but I was too 
tired to make any real attempt at reducing it to order. 
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I contented myself with picking up some of the clothes 
which had been tossed about the floor, and then, 
undressing and lighting a cigarette, clambered thank- 
fully into bed. 

Fatigued as I felt, sleep, at all events for a little 
while, was out of the question. I was faced with a new 
problem, which demanded the most prompt and 
careful consideration, and, lying there, propped up 
against the pillows, I forced my somewhat reluctant 
mind to set about the effort. 

Whatever other deductions might be drawn from 
to-night’s work, one fact at least was as clear as 
daylight. In trying to rob the flat our enterprising 
friends had taken a step from which they must have 
known there could be no retreat. Much as they might 
despise my intelligence, they could scarcely believe 
that I should fail to associate such an attempt with the 
visit of Rachel Olsen, and the mere fact that they had 
deliberately taken the risk showed once more the 
desperate lengths to which they were prepared to go. 
They were evidently determined to get hold of the 
document they wanted at any cost, no matter what 
dangers they might run, or what crimes they might be 
driven to commit. 

To obstruct gentlemen in this frame of mind was, to 
put it plainly, asking for trouble. Had I only had 
myself to consider I could have faced the prospect 
comfortably enough, but, with Faith’s interests and 
safety to look after as well as my own, the odds against 
me were altogether too heavy. 

I wanted help, and the one person I could think of 
to whom I could turn for advice or assistance was 
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Jack Knight. There were the police, of course, but, 
apart from Faith’s objection to calling them in, I had 
good reasons of my own for wishing to keep clear of 
Scotland Yard. An appeal to headquarters would 
probably result in a complete public exposure of the 
whole story, and I was under no delusions as to the 
painful emotions with which Uncle Joseph would 
regard any such dénouement. 

Jack was the man without a doubt, but, before I 
‘could approach him on the matter, I had first of all 
to obtain Faith’s consent. As she had agreed to come 
to lunch with me the next morning, there would be no 
difficulty in finding an opportunity, though how much 
success I was likely to meet with was a question which 
remained to be answered. Up till now she had shown 
an obstinate determination to keep her secret to herself, 
and, if she persisted in this attitude, I was bound to 
respect her wishes. I had some hope, however, in the 
persuasive influence of to-night’s proceedings. She 
had already betrayed no little concern with regard 
to my safety, and, once she learned that I was in 
serious danger, it was by no means unlikely that her 
resolution would break down. 

Whether it did or not, I was resolved to make the 
experiment. I would tell her everything, from how 
I had been followed home on the night of our first 
meeting, to how I had discovered Cartledge lying bound 
and gagged on the floor of the kitchen. The more I 
thought it over, the more convinced I felt that it was 
the only possible course to adopt, and, having arrived 
at this conclusion, it suddenly struck me that the most 
sensible thing to do would be to go to sleep and not 
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worry about the matter any further. I have a vague 
recollection of taking a last look round the room while 
I ground out the stump of my cigarette ; after that all I 
remember is turning off the light and snuggling down 
comfortably beneath the bedclothes. 

I woke with a start to find the sunlight pouring in 
through the open window, and Cartledge gravely 
depositing my usual cup of tea on the table beside 
me. 

“ Hullo,” I said, a trifle vaguely. ‘‘ I thought I told 
you to stop in bed.” 

“Yes, sir; those were your instructions, sir,’”’ he 
replied, ‘‘ but seeing that I felt in the best of health 
this morning I ventured to disregard them.” He 
moved the table a little forward and placed the box 
of cigarettes within easy reach of my hand. “I have 
already been through the silver, sir,’”’ he announced, 
“and, as far as I can see, there is not a single article 
missing.” 

I looked at him with undisguised admiration. 
“You're a wonder, Cartledge,” I said. “‘I suppose 
if it hadn’t been for fear of disturbing me, you’d have 
tidied up the flat too? ” 

“ T have straightened the dining-room,”’ he admitted. 
“IT thought I had better leave the study until you had 
sorted together your papers.” He paused. ‘“‘ You 
would prefer your breakfast in bed, sir? ” 

“I should do nothing of the kind,” I returned. 
“T am going to get up immediately and have a cold 
bath. Yours isn’t the only family that’s got a good 
constitution.” 

“ Certainly not, sir,” he agreed. 
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“And by the way, Cartledge,” I continued, “ if 
our friend Jackson or any of the tradesmen happen to 
look in, I’d rather you didn’t say anything about last 
night’s affair. I want to talk the whole thing over 
with you before we start making it public.” 

“Quite so, sir,” he replied. ‘‘ Not that I should 
have dreamed of mentioning the matter. Asa private 
concern of yours, sir, I should regard any such action as 
a distinct breach of professional etiquette.” 

With this slight rebuke he stepped back from my 
bedside, and, gathering up my clothes and boots, 
left me to my reflections. 

Whether it was the cold bath or the prospect of 
entertaining Faith to lunch, I can’t say, but I certainly 
never felt in better spirits than when I sat down and 
began to pour out my coffee half an hour later. 

In the warmth and sunshine of a June morning, 
with a faint breeze stealing in from the Park, the 
malevolent activities of Messrs. Muller and Olsen 
appeared in a rather less formidable aspect. After all, 
considering the handicap under which I had been 
working, I had so far managed to keep my end up with 
a tolerable amount of success. I had discovered the 
names of my three principal adversaries, I had enjoyed 
the pleasure of conversing amiably with two of them, 
and, what was more important still, I had hit upon a 
hiding place for Faith’s property which, for the moment 
at least, had placed it out of their reach. The chief 
weakness of my position was my ignorance as to what 
that mysterious envelope really contained. There 
might be some truth in Rachel Olsen’s statements, 
but on the other hand they might be a tissue of lies 
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from start to finish. If I could only succeed in 
persuading Faith to make a clean breast of the matter 
it would strengthen my hands enormously. Unless 
things were uncommonly crooked, I felt certain that 
I could depend upon Jack’s help, and with his brains 
and enterprise to back me up, I would have been 
cheerfully prepared to tackle the devil himself. 

A glance at the clock on the mantelpiece showed me 
that it was a quarter toten. In three hours time Faith 
would be arriving, and the question arose in my mind 
as to where I was to take her to lunch. Some fashion- 
able and fairly exclusive restaurant in the immediate 
neighbourhood seemed to be the safest proposition, 
and I was wondering whether she would consider her 
clothes sufficiently smart for the Berkeley or the 
Ritz, when an infinitely better idea suddenly occurred 
to me. 

Pushing aside the remainder of my breakfast, I 
crossed to the fireplace and rang the bell. I had just 
returned to my seat when Cartledge appeared in the 
doorway. 

“Come along in and sit down, Cartledge,”’ I said. 
“ There are a lot of things I want to talk to you about, 
and the sooner we get at them the better.” 

He acknowledged my invitation with a bow, and, 
stepping forward, seated himself on the couch facing 
the window. I wheeled round my chair and began to fill 
a pipe. 

“So you’re really all right this morning? ” I said. 


“No ge cori of that kind? ” 
oe bee erfectly well, thank you, sir,” he replied, 
“except for a slight bruise on the left elbow.” 
ra 


a o 
me 


THE GIRL IN BLACK 139 


“Well, it seems rather a shame to ask you,” I 
continued, “‘ but I wonder if you feel equal to fixing me 
up a little lunch. The fact is I’m expecting a friend of 
mine—a very charming young lady—at one o’clock, and 
on the whole I think it would be more agreeable to 
entertain her here than to take her out toa restaurant.” 

“ Certainly, sir,” he agreed, “very much more 
agreeable, sir. As far as I am concerned that will be 
quite convenient.” 

“Tt will only mean cooking some asparagus and 
perhaps potatoes,” I went on; “ I'll send in the rest 
of the stuff from Fortnum’s.”’ I struck a match and 
applied it to my pipe. ‘‘ And now about last night,” 
I said. “I have been turning it all over in my mind, 
and if it rested with me I should be strongly inclined 
to let the whole thing drop. I suppose, as a good 
citizen, I ought to call in. the police, but between 
ourselves I’m not at all keen on the idea. They can’t 
be of any use because I haven’t lost anything. They'll 
just nose around and ask questions and upset every- 
body, and next Sunday we shall probably have a full 
account of it in the News of the World, and our two 
photographs on the front page.” 

Cartledge compressed his lips. “I don’t wish to 
appear snobbish, sir, but I should regard anything of 
the kind with the utmost distaste.” 

“‘ My sentiments exactly,” I said. “Still, as you’re 
the one who’s paid the piper, I think it’s only fair that 
you should call the tune. I suppose you want to get 
your own back after the way you’ve been treated?” 

He paused for a moment before replying, “I have no 
strong feelings on the matter, sir. Rather than involve 
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you and myself in a vulgar scandal, I should prefer to 
say nothing about it.” 

“‘That’s devilish sporting of you, Cartledge,” I 
remarked. ‘‘ All the same I let you in for this, and I 
can’t take advantage of your good nature without 
doing something for you in return. If you'll accept it, 
I should like to make you a small present of some 
kind—just as a mark of my appreciation.” 

For the first time in our acquaintance, Cartledge 
appeared a trifle embarrassed. 

““You’d better choose something,” I went on; 

“ otherwise I shall have to insult you by offering you 
a cheque.” 

There was a brief silence. 

“Well, if you insist upon it, sir,” he observed, 
“what I should really appreciate most would be the 
new edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica.” 

I gazed at him in astonishment. 

“ Are you joking ? ” I enquired. 

“Not at all, sir. I am very partial to discussing 
general questions, and I like my information to be 
accurate.” 

“ Tt’s an unusual weakness,” I said, getting up from 
my chair. “ Still, if that’s your choice, why, damn it 
all, that’s what you shall have. I'l look in at 
Hatchard’s this morning and tell them to send it round 
for you in a lorry.” 

“T am deeply obliged to you, sir,” he replied, also 
rising to his feet. 

“And in the meanwhile,” I added, “ before I do 
anything else, I’ll go along to the study and get some 
of that mess cleared up. Then we shall have everything 
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nice and tidy in case Miss Melville wants to inspect the 
flat.” 

How thoroughly the entire place had been ransacked 
was borne in upon me still further when I viewed the 
damage by daylight. Nota single nook or cranny large 
enough to contain an envelope had apparently been 
overlooked, while the heart-breaking confusion in 
which everything had been left bore witness to the 
frantic haste that must have animated my visitors. 

It took me the best part of an hour to sort out and 
put away my papers, by which time my feelings with 
regard to the Olsen family in general were distinctly 
the reverse of Christian. A wash and a brief rest, 
however, did much to restore my equanimity, and at 
half past eleven, leaving the remainder of the job to 
Cartledge, I sallied forth to set about my shopping. 

My first port of call was Fortnum & Mason’s. There 
was a tableful of attractive looking things to select 
from, and, having inspected them all with some care, 
I eventually decided on two baby chickens in aspic, 
and a paté de foie gras pie. I completed my order with 
a French salad and a bottle of Chateau Yquem, and, 
after extracting a promise that they should be sent 
round immediately to Buckingham Court, I strolled 
across the road to Solomon’s where I invested in a 
basket of peaches, which, to judge by their appearance, 
might have come straight out of the Garden of Eden. 

For a girl who had to spend the afternoon playing the 
piano at a picture house, I felt that any further 
sustenance would only be a handicap. I accordingly 
left the menu where it stood, and, retracing my steps 
to Hatchard’s, entrusted that ancient and enterprising 
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firm with a commission to obtain me the most 
sumptuous edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica 
which money could secure. 

On arriving back at the flat, I found that during my 
absence Cartledge had been putting in some good 
work. Not only was my study in perfect order, but 
the dining-room table was already laid, with a large 
bowl of red and yellow roses set out in the centre of 
the cloth. 

I was contemplating their effect with approval when 
a ring came at the bell, and, stepping out into the hall, 
I opened the front door. As I expected, it proved to be 
my purchases from Fortnum’s. I signed the receipt 
which the man presented me with, and then, turning 
him over to Cartledge, who at that moment arrived 
upon the scene, I seated myself on the rail of the 
umbrella stand and waited patiently while the various 
parcels were handed in. 

“ Everything looks very nice,” I remarked, as the 
door closed. “‘ That was a particularly happy idea 
of yours getting in those roses.” 

“Yes, sir,” replied Cartledge. ‘‘ I took the liberty 
of sending Jackson out for them. It’s a small matter, 
but a lady always appreciates a few flowers on the 
table.” 

““T’'ll remember it in future,” I said. 

I helped him gather up his spoils, and carry them 
into the kitchen, where a large saucepanful of asparagus 
was bubbling away bravely on the gas stove. 

“T hope all this isn’t going to be wasted,” I said. 
“It’s just possible that Miss Melville might have an 
objection to lunching alone with me in the flat.” 
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“T expect it will be all right, sir,”’ returned Cartledge 
comfortingly. ‘‘ People nowadays take a much broader 
view of that sort of thing than when I was a young 
man.” 

“Weil, I have promised to meet her outside, any- 
way,’ I replied, “so I can find out what she thinks 
about it before I bring her up. If she doesn’t like the 
idea you’ll have to eat the asparagus yourself.” 

Unlikely as it was that Faith would arrive any 
earlier than she had arranged, I considered it wisest 
to be on the spot a little in advance of the appointed 
time. I was not only intensely anxious that there 
should be no chance of a mistake, but I also wanted 
to find out, if I possibly could, whether a watch was 
being kept upon the flat. 

At about ten minutes to one I accordingly sauntered 
downstairs, and, under pretence of enjoying a cigarette 
in the sunshine, strolled out on to the doorstep. From 
this position I could command an excellent view of 
Knightsbridge in either direction, and taking care not 
to make my intention too obvious, I proceeded to 
submit that distinguished thoroughfare to a leisurely 
but searching examination. 

The result, if not quite conclusive, was at all events 
reassuring. With the exception of a stray cat, who 
eyed me with some curiosity from a neighbouring 
window-sill, no one appeared to be taking the least 
interest in my movements. If I were being spied upon, 
the job was evidently in the hands of somebody who 
understood his business, and I was just wondering what 
Sherlock Holmes would have done in a similar situation, 
when a taxi drew up with a jerk exactly in front of me. 
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As I hurried forward Faith opened the door and 
stepped out lightly on to the pavement. 

“ T hope I’m not very late,” she said, giving me her 
hand. “‘ I wasn’t sure how long I should take in getting 
here.” 

** You’ve timed it beautifully,” I replied. 

I feasted my eyes on her for a moment or two, and_ 
then, letting go her hand, turned to the driver. 

“What’s your fare? ” I asked. 

With a protesting movement Faith intercepted me. 

“Here you are,’’ she said, producing her purse and 
handing the man some money. “ Of course I’m going 
to pay for my own cab,” she added. “I was only 
waiting because I thought we might be taking him on 
somewhere.”’ 

“ That was the idea originally,” I admitted, “ but, 
unless you’ve set your heart on any particular place, 
I’ve got a slight alteration to suggest.” 

She looked up at me questioningly. 

“Why shouldn’t we picnic in the flat?” I said. 
“‘There’s quite enough lunch for two of us, and 
Cartledge will be an excellent chaperon.” 

For a moment she made no answer. 

“Ym not trying to break the rules, Faith,” I 
whispered, ‘‘ I’ve a good reason for what I ask.” 

I saw a sudden apprehensive shadow leap into her 
grey eyes. 

“I will do just as you wish,” she said quietly. 


CHAPTER 1X 


'FaitH paused at the doorway and inspected the table. 
“Ts this really your idea of a picnic ? ’’ she enquired. 
“No,” I said, ‘‘ it’s not mine, it’s either Fortnum’s 

or Mason’s. I don’t know which of them is the 
directing brain.” 

She came forward slowly, with a half protesting 
smile. 

“You oughtn’t to have gone to all this trouble on 
my account,” she said. ‘I generally lunch off a cup 
of tea and a roll and butter at Lyons.” 

“That’s all very well for an ordinary day,” 
I objected, ‘‘ but you don’t know what a lot of strenuous 
and exciting things I’ve got to tell you. You couldn’t 
possibly listen to them unless you’d had plenty of 
nourishment.” 

As I spoke Cartledge entered the room, carrying the 
asparagus and potatoes. 

“ Everything’s ready now, sir,” he announced. 

“ Thanks, Cartledge,” I said. “‘ You needn’t wait. 
We'll look after ourselves.” 

I pulled up a chair for Faith, and a little intoxicated 
with the thought that we should be alone together for 
the next hour, seated myself beside her. 

“ Please tell me,” she said pleadingly. “‘ Whatever 
it is, I would rather hear it at once.” 
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“ You must begin your lunch first,” I replied. “ It’s 
a frightfully long yarn and I can’t have you fainting in 
the middle of it.” 

I helped her to a generous slice of the paté de foie 
gras pie, and, having poured her out some wine, per- 
formed the same services for myself. 

‘‘ Now I think we’re more or less ready,” I observed. 
“I’m not a particularly brilliant hand at this sort of 
thing, so you'll have to be patient with me if I seem a 
bit slow. Just go on eating and drinking and don’t 
mind interrupting me any time you like.” 

Starting with an account of how I had been followed 
home on the night of our first meeting, I proceeded in 
a methodical and unhurried fashion to relate the whole 
story of my subsequent experiences. I dwelt at partic- 
ular length upon the visit which I had received from 
Rachel Olsen. Everything that she had said to me 
about the paper and about Faith’s father I repeated 
as nearly as I could word for word, and then, passing 
on to my uncle’s party and my recognition of Muller 
as one of the two men in the box, I finished up by 
describing the dramatic welcome which had awaited 
me on my return home. 

All the time I was speaking Faith listened to me in 
silence. Her face showed the intense interest with 
which she was following every syllable, but only once— 
at the mention of her father—did she betray any sign 
of emotion. Then, just for a moment, I saw her lips 
quiver, and a sudden flush of colour broke through 
the pallor of her cheeks. 

“T made up my mind last night that I had better 
tell you everything, Faith,” I concluded. “ Up till 
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now I’ve kept quiet about that business of being 
followed home, because I didn’t want to upset you, 
but it seems to me that the time’s come when there’s 
nothing for it except to be absolutely frank. I’m not 
thinking of myself. I’ve been bored stiff for the last 
three months, and a little gentle excitement is exactly 
what my constitution needs. The point is that if I’m 
to be of any real help to you, we can’t afford to go on 
keeping secrets from each other.” 

For some while she sat motionless—her eyes fixed 
on the table in front of her. Then at Jast, with an 
expression of troubled distress that went to my heart, 
she lifted her face to mine. 

“I don’t know what to do,” she said falteringly, 
“Why wouldn’t you take my advice and go away out 
of my life while there was still time ? ” 

““Well, there are several reasons,’ I answered. 
‘« The principal one is that I love you.” 

She drew in a quick breath. 

“Oh, please ” she whispered. 

“TI can’t help it, Faith,” I said, “I’ve loved you 
from the first moment I saw you sitting at the piano. 
It may sound a trifle abrupt, but God knows it’s 
absolutely true.” 

““No,no,” she repeated desperately, “it isn’t true, you 
have only imagined it because you are sorry for me.” 

I shook my head. ‘‘ That isn’t the explanation,” 
I said. “I’ve felt sorry for dozens of people without 
wanting to go down and kiss the ground they stepped 
on.” 

She gave a queer little sound half way between a sob 
and a laugh. 
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“You shall hear the truth since you insist on it 
then,” she said. ‘‘I am the daughter of a convict, 
as Rachel Olsen told you. My father died two 
months ago in Dartmoor. He is buried in the 
prison grounds.” 

A sudden flood of tears choked her voice, and bending 
forward she covered her face with her hands. 

For a moment I sat looking at her, stupidly and 
helplessly, then, with an almost savage effort, I forced 
myself to speak. 

“Don’t please, Faith,” I said. “I can’t bear to see 
you crying like that. If it hurts you so much we won’t 
talk about it.” 

She raised her head. ‘‘ We must, we must,” she 
answered. ‘“‘I am not going to keep anything back 
from you now. You are in just as much danger as I 
am, and it’s only right that you should know the whole 
truth.” 

She dried her eyes with a pathetic little wisp of a 
handkerchief, and then stretching out a rather unsteady 
hand, took a sip of wine from her hitherto untasted 
glass. 

“There’s no question of right,” I said. ‘‘ I don’t 
care twopence about my own position, but I’d give 
everything in the world to be able to make you 
happy!” 

She smiled back at me gratefully but sadly. ‘‘ Even 
you can’t undo the past,” she said. “ When one has 
suffered as I have, it’s no use talking about happiness. 
I have almost forgotten what the word means.”’ She 
paused. ‘“‘ My father,” she went on in a low voice, 
“was one of the most cruelly wronged men who ever 
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lived. He was sentenced to ten years’ penal servitude 
for a crime of which he was absolutely innocent.” 

Quiet as the words were, there was a passionate 
bitterness in them which flamed through every 
syllable, and I saw her fingers close until the skin stood 
out tense over the knuckles. 

“But, good God, Faith!” I exclaimed, ‘“‘ how could 
such a damnable thing happen? ” 

“T have been asking myself that night and day for 
over a year,” she whispered, “and it’s only within the 
last month that I have found out the answer.” She 
leaned towards me, her breast rising and falling and 
her face whiter than ever. ‘‘ He was sent to his death 
by the Olsens in order that they could steal the 
invention on which he was working.” Her eyes 
searched mine with a kind of despairing appeal. ‘‘ Oh, 
I know it sounds wild and incredible,’ she added 
piteously. ‘‘I don’t suppose you will be able to 
believe me, even when you hear my story.” 

“Believe you!” I echoed, ‘‘why, of course I believe 
you. If I hadn’t been a slow-witted idiot, I might have 
guessed it for myself.”” I took her two hands in mine 
and squeezed them encouragingly. “‘ Just begin at 
the beginning and tell me everything,” I said. “I 
suppose it all came out at the time, but, as I was about 
two thousand miles from the nearest post office, 
I didn’t get much chance of seeing the papers.”’ 

She allowed her fingers to rest in mine for a moment, 
and then, drawing them gently away, sat back in her 
chair. 

“‘It won’t take me very long to tell you all that 
really matters,” she began slowly. “‘ When my father 
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was arrested I was a girl of seventeen, and we were 
living in a small flat in the Fulham Road. My mother 
had died suddenly three years before, and ever since 
then I had kept house for him. He was an engraver by 
profession, but we had just enough money to live on, 
and he spent most of his time in a little shop that he 
had rented next door, where he was working at some 
wonderful new invention that he had always declared 
was going to make him a rich man.” 

“ Do you know what it was?” I asked. 

“Yes,” she said. ‘‘ He often used to talk to me 
about it. It was a way of manufacturing paper out of 
ordinary grass, so that it would only cost about half the 
price that it does at present.” 

An involuntary exclamation escaped my. lips, as 
I remembered Uncle Joseph’s prophetic utterances on 
this very subject. 

“ But you don’t mean to tell me that he succeeded ? ”’ 
I broke in. 

“T am sure of it,” she returned. “‘ He was quite 
confident he had, right up to the very end, and 
he was the last sort of man who would have been likely 
to deceive himself.” She paused. “ Besides,” she 
added, “there is no other possible explanation of 
what happened.” 

I took a long steadying draught of Chateau Yquem. 

“Go on, Faith)? Psat 

“ One Saturday morning,” she continued, with the 
same forced calmness, “‘ we were sitting at breakfast in 
the dining-room when the police came in and arrested 
father on a charge of forging bank-notes. They had a 
whole bundle of them which they had found in his 
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workshop, and the actual plate from which they had 
been printed. Father, who was always very easily 
upset by any shock or surprise, was so astonished and 
horrified that I don’t think he really knew what he 
was saying. In any case they wouldn’t even listen to 
him. Two of them took him away to the police 
station, and the others stayed behind and searched the 
rooms. They asked me all sorts of questions—about 
how much money we spent, and what visitors we had, 
and whether father was away from home much, and 
then at last they told me that they would arrange for 
some woman to come and live in the flat with me, and 
that I must stop where I was until I was sent for to 
give evidence.” 

“But hadn’t you any friends or relations?” I 
demanded. “Surely there must have been someone 
who would have taken you in and looked after you!” 

She shook her head. “ Father never cared about 
seeing people, and since my mother’s death he had shut 
himself up almost entirely. Nobody ever came to 
the flat and the only men we seemed to know were one 
or two foreigners with whom he used to play chess at 
a restaurant round the corner. It was our landlord, 
Mr. Moore, who took charge of everything. He wasa 
great admirer of father’s, although he had only spoken 
to him once or twice, and, in spite of the evidence the 
police had, he wouldn’t believe their story for a 
moment. He saw the lawyers and arranged all the 
business in connection with the defence, and then 
later on he got permission for me to come and live with 
him and his wife in their flat downstairs. He was a 
very old man, and was supposed to be a little queer and 
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eccentric, but I shall never forget his kindness to me— 
never as long as I live.” 

“Thank heaven you had someone to help you,” 
I muttered. ‘‘ It must have been an absolutely ghastly 
experience, especially for a girl of your age.” 

“It seemed dreadful enough at the time,” she said 
quietly, “ but I think I was less unhappy then than I 
have been since. You see I felt somehow or other that 
the truth was bound to come out ; that no jury would 
find my father guilty of a crime which he hadn’t 
committed. I couldn’t believe that God would allow 
such a wicked thing to happen.” 

She stopped to wipe away the tears which had again 
filled her eyes. 

‘Tell me about the trial, Faith,” I said. ‘‘ Where 
did the police get their information from? ” 

“That was one of the chief points in the case,” she 
answered. ‘‘ They said that there had been a lot of 
forged notes put into circulation, and that all the 
evidence pointed to their being made in that particular 
part of London. They pretended that as a result of 
their enquiries they had begun to suspect my father. 
Sir William Curtis, who was defending him, got them 
to admit that, on the same morning they raided the 
workshop, they had been sent an anonymous letter 
saying that the notes were being manufactured at that 
address. They insisted, however, that this had nothing 
to do with their action, and that all their plans had been 
arranged several days before.’’ She paused. ‘“‘ It was 
a lie,’’ she added vehemently. ‘“‘ They were quite sure 
that father was guilty, and they merely wanted to get 
the full credit for his arrest.” 
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“ You are probably right,” I said, “‘ but why are you 
so certain of it?” 

“* Because even chance and coincidence must have a 
limit. Unless the police had come on that particular 
morning, there would have been nothing for them to 
find.” 

She leaned towards me, speaking with a quick, 
passionate intensity. 

“The workshop had been broken into on Friday 
night. Somebody had got through the skylight, and 
opened the safe in which father kept his papers. He 
had made all the final tests of his new invention two or 
three days before, and he had written out a long 
account describing the whole process. This had gone, 
and the plate and the bundle of notes had been left in 
its place.” 

For a moment I was completely dumbfounded. 

“Gone!” I echoed, “‘ but if they know the 
secret--———” 

“They don’t,” she interrupted. ‘“ They found the 
paper, but it was quite useless to them by itself. It 
was written in a double cipher, which no one could 
possibly read unless they had the key to it.” She 
paused. “ The key,” she added, “is in the envelope 
which they have been trying to stealfromus. Myfather 
gave it to me the day before he was sent to prison.” 

I felt like a man who, after groping his way along 
some dark tunnel, has suddenly stumbled out into the 
full glare of daylight. 

* But surely all those facts came out at the trial? ” 
I exclaimed. ‘‘ How on earth did the jury make such a 
hideous blunder ? ” 
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‘‘ T suppose they meant to be fair,” she said wearily. 

“It seems convincing to you now, because you know 
‘what has happened since, but if you read the evidence 

you'll see what a terribly strong case the police had. 
They proved that the notes could only have been 
forged by a man who was an expert engraver, and that 
for the last eighteen months father had been working 
alone in the shop—very often late at night—on some 
mysterious business which nobody knew anything 
about. Sir William Curtis tried to explain to the jury 
what this work was, but they were just ordinary men 
who understood nothing about science, and they 
evidently thought that the whole story was a mere 
invention. Father, who seemed to be half stunned 
by the accusation, was so confused in his mind, and 
so wretchedly ill, that it was thought best not to put 
him into the witness box. The paper he had drawn up, 
which was the one thing that might have saved him, 
had, of course, been stolen, and as far as we could find 
out he had never discussed his secret with anyone 
except me. They wouldn’t believe my evidence, 
naturally ; they only thought that I was telling lies in 
order to try to get him off. In the end, as I told you, 
he was found guilty and sentenced to ten years’ penal 
servitude. They allowed me to say good-bye to him 
in the little room below the dock. It was the last time 
I ever saw him.” 

She finished speaking, and the utter simplicity with 
which she had told the story seemed somehow to 
heighten its tragedy. As I sat looking at the traces of 
suffering which had written themselves so legibly in her 
sorrowful eyes and the soft curve of her lips, a bitter 


THE GIRL IN BLACK 155 


and passionate resentment welled up in my heart. 
Nothing I might be able to do now could alter or wipe 
out the past, but I registered a silent vow that whoever 
was responsible for the misery she had been through 
should settle their account with me to the very last 
farthing. 

“What you’ve told me explains a great deal that I 
didn’t understand,” I said gently, “ but there are 
still one or two points I want to get clear in my mind. 
To start with, how did the Olsens find out that there 
was a written key to the cipher? ” 

“Tt was mentioned during the trial,’ she replied. 
“In fact I think it was actually shown to the jury.” 

“Then what have they been playing at all this 
time ?”’ Ienquired. “‘ If they only had an unprotected 
girl to deal with, they ought to have managed to get 
hold of it long before now.” 

“T’ve no doubt they would have if I’d stayed in 
London,” She answered. ‘‘ When the case was 
finished, however, Mr. Moore thought that I ought to 
go away into the country, so he found me a position as 
governess to some friends of his in Suffolk. I was 
down there for nearly four months. Then he was taken 
ill, and I came back to town to help Mrs. Moore look 
after him.” 

“‘ Were they at the same flat ? ” I asked. 

She nodded. ‘“ Yes,’’ she said, “‘ he died there early 
in January and a little while afterwards, Mrs. Moore 
went over to live in Ireland. I could have gone back 
to Suffolk if I’d wanted to, but by then I’d had time to 
think things over, and I’d made up my mind that 
unless I remained in London, I’d no hope of discovering 
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the truth. You see, I’d come to the conclusion that 
father must have mentioned his secret to some of the 
people he played chess with at the restaurant, and that 
it was one of them who had broken into the workshop 
and sent that message to Scotland Yard. Somebody 
had stolen the paper anyhow, and since I had the key 
to the cipher, without which it couldn’t be of the 
slightest use to them, the one thing they must have 
been trying to find out ever since was where I had 
disappeared to after the trial.” She paused. “I had 
no wish to hide myself,” she added. ‘‘ I wanted to meet 
them just as much as they wanted to meet me.” 

“Well, you’ve got some pluck,” I said admiringly. 
“If I ever went out tiger shooting on foot, you’d be 
exactly the sort of person I’d like to have with me.” 

“TI don’t think it needed any courage,” she returned. 
“J didn’t care in the least what happened to me if 
I could only prove that father was innocent. There 
was no likelihood of my being able to do that until I 
knew who’d taken the paper, and, wild as it was, this 
idea of mine seemed to be the only possible chance.” 

“ How did you begin? ”’ I asked. ‘“‘ Did you go to 
my uncle straight away?” 

She shook her head. ‘“‘ No,” she said, “I got the 
engagement at the cinema first of all. Then one day 
I happened to meet a girl with whom I had been great 
friends at the same school of music. It was she who 
told me that Sir Joseph was looking out for somebody 
to teach Elsie. She knew all about father, of course, 
but I suppose she liked me and felt sorry for me, and 
she promised that if I applied for the position without 
saying who I was, she would do anything she could to 
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help me. I know it was wrong and dishonest, but I 
couldn’t resist the temptation. I wanted so badly to 
earn some more money, because practically everything 
had gone to pay the costs of the trial, and I realised that 
even if I could produce the necessary evidence I should 
never be able to get the case reopened unless I could 
employ a good firm of lawyers to help me. When I 
went to see Sir Joseph, however, I felt as if I was asking 
for a miracle. I had only a three months’ reference, 
and I thought he was certain to put all sorts of questions 
to me which I couldn’t possibly answer. I can’t 
imagine even now how I managed to satisfy him.” 

“Uncle Joseph’s a wonderfully good judge of faces,” 
I said, “it’s the only characteristic we have in 
common.” I put down my cigarette, which I had 
allowed to go out, and lighted myself another. ‘‘ And 
what happened then?” I asked. ‘“ How long was it 
before they rose to the bait ? ” 

“I think it was the last week in May when my 
bedroom was broken into and searched,”’ she answered. 
“For several days before I’d had a sort of feeling that 
I was being watched and followed, and I’d hidden the 
envelope beneath a loose board in the passage outside 
my door. When I came back from the theatre one 
night I found my landlady in a terrible state of excite- 
ment. She told me that while she was out shopping, 
burglars had broken into my bedroom through the 
back window, and that they’d wrenched open every 
drawer and box and turned the whole place upside 
down. From that day I took to carrying the paper 
about with me. I knew that what I believed was true, 
and I determined that, whoever these people were, 
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I would force them to come out into the open. If they 
wanted it, they would have to pay my price for it.” 
She paused, and, with a curious little appealing 
gesture, spread out her hands. ‘‘ And then I met you,” 
she finished simply. 

There was something in the way she uttered those 
few words which sent the blood leaping through my 
heart. The same longing which had so nearly proved 
fatal in Leicester Square once more swept over me, 
and, in an effort to disguise my emotion, I got up 
abruptly and walked to the window. 

“T haven’t the smallest doubt that you’re absolutely 
right, Faith,” I said. ‘“‘ This man, Olsen, probably 
lived somewhere close ly, and managed to scrape 
acquaintance with your father at the restaurant. 
I wouldn’t mind betting that he was the actual 
scoundrel who was forging the notes. When he found 
that things were getting a bit too hot, he hit upon this 
devilish idea as a way out of the difficulty. From his 
point of view, it must have seemed like a stroke of 
genius. If it came off, he not only bamboozled the 
police, but he also put your father safely out of the 
way and left himself in sole possession of a secret 
which might be worth an enormous sum of money. 
Why, with so much to gain, a man like that would 
stick at nothing—even murder!” 

“Do you suppose I don’t realise it? ’? exclaimed 
Faith. ‘‘ Can’t you see that I’ve only told you all this 
because I know the danger you’re in? ” 

My momentary aberration having somewhat sub- 
sided I came back slowly to where I had been sitting. 

“ That’s merely a side issue, Faith,” I said. ‘‘ We're 


THE GIRL IN BLACK 159 


all booked for the next world sooner or later, and I’d 
much rather be assassinated than die of senile decay.”’ 
I took my former chair, pulling it round a little closer, 
so that the table was no longer between us. ‘‘ Now 
what we’ve got to do,”’ I continued, “ is to make quite 
sure of our ground. We seem to have hammered out 
the situation pretty thoroughly, but is there anything 
in it so far that we haven’t been able to account for? ” 

Faith looked up at me out of her grey eyes. “If 
this—this girl who came to see you is really Olsen’s 
daughter, why did she tell you as much as she did? ” 

“She couldn’t very well help herself,” I returned. 
** She had been sent to find out for certain whether the 
paper was in the flat, and, in order to do so, she had to 
give me some sort of an explanation.” 

Faith nodded rather doubtfully. 

“What other reason could there be? ” I asked. 

_ She hesitated. ‘‘ I only wondered whether—whether 
—oh, well, it doesn’t matter.” 

“ Good Lord, Faith,’’ I said, “‘ you’re not suggesting 
that she took a fancy to me?” 

“T don’t see why she shouldn’t have,” was the 
answer. “ You were very kind to her, and you’re the 
sort of man that any woman would find attractive.” 

“It’s wonderful what a lot of them have managed 
to hide it,” I said, laughing. “ As for my having made 
any impression on Rachel Olsen, I can assure you that 
you're entirely mistaken. I never met a young lady 
who was more obviously out on business.” 

Faith looked only partly convinced, but she did not 
attempt to pursue the subject further. 

“There’s one thing I must do immediately,’ she 
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said, ‘‘I must ask Sir Joseph to give me back that 
paper. If they < 

“Don’t be in too much of a hurry,” I interrupted. 
“T was thinking all this over in bed last night, and I © 
believe I’ve hit upon a really good idea. You’ve heard 
of Jack Knight, the M.P.?” 

“Yes,”’ she said. “ He’s a friend of Sir Joseph’s.” 

‘‘He’s a friend of mine, too,” I observed, “‘and, in 
addition to that, he’s about the smartest criminal 
barrister in practice. I’m perfectly certain that if I 
went and told him the whole of this story, he’d doany- 
thing he could to get to the bottom of it.” 

For a moment Faith made no answer. 

“ It’s too big a job for us to tackle alone,” I persisted. 
“We want someone with us who knows the ropes, and 
Jack Knight’s just the man. He could find out more 
about Olsen and Muller in a couple of days than we 
could manage to do ina month. Besides, after what 
happened last night, there’s no saying what these gentry 
may be up to. They know they have more or less given 
themselves away, and, unless they drop the game alto- 
gether, we can look out for something really nasty in 
the way of trouble. It would ease my mind a lot if I 
felt that Jack was taking an interest in the matter.” 

“Very well,” said Faith slowly, “I should like you 
to do whatever you think best.” 

“T’ll ring him up this afternoon,” I said. ‘“ If he’s 
too busy to see me to-night, I’m sure to be able to get 
hold of him in the morning.” I paused. ‘In the 
meanwhile,” I added, “ we had better leave the paper 
where it is. The question that’s worrying me most is 
what to do with you.” 
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“ With me?” 

“ Yes,” I said, “ I hate to think of you going about 
London without anyone to look after you. I wish to 
God you’d chuck this cinema business, and cs 

“But I can’t,” she broke in, ‘“‘ I am due there this 
afternoon at half-past two—in fact I ought to be going 
now.” 

“What you ought to do,” I said, “is to disappear 
altogether until I’ve had a chance of talking to Jack. 
Look here—let me telephone for a car now—at once. 
We can call at your rooms in Chelsea and collect your 
things, and I’ll drive you straight down to Bourne- 
mouth or Eastbourne, where you can stay quietly at 
one of the hotels. You needn’t bother about money. 
I can lend you as much as you want to go on with.” 

Faith shook her head. “‘ Do you imagine I am going 
to run away and leave you to face all the risk? ” 

“But you’re the one that’s in the most danger,” 
I urged. “Now that they’re sure the paper isn’t 
here - 

“ T wouldn’t think of it,” broke in Faith indignantly. 
“TI mean to stop in London and see it through.” 

She looked so beautiful with her shining eyes and her 
slightly flushed cheeks, that I lost my head altogether. 

“ There’s one other way,” I said, leaning towards 
her. ‘“‘ You’re going to be my wife sooner or later, so 
why shouldn’t we be married at once? Give me the 
right to take care of you, and 

With a quick, distressed gesture, she rose to her feet, 
but before she could interrupt me I was holding her 
in my arms. 

“You don’t know how much I love you, Faith, 
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darling,” I whispered. ‘“‘ Everything about you, every 
tone of your voice, every little movement you make— 
you seem to have filled the whole world with sunshine 
and music. I want you to be with me—always and 
for ever. I know it’s madness to expect you to care 
for me like that, but sd 

“Oh, stop, stop, please,” she faltered, brokenly. 
“T do love you—oh, my dear, I love you with every 
beat of my heart, but what you ask is impossible.” 

““ Impossible ? ”” I echoed. 

“Do you think that I would say so if it wasn’t 
true? Do you suppose that because I love you I am 
blind to what marriage with me would mean to you? ” 

“Without you my life would be nothing,” I said 
hoarsely. 

“Your life is something already,” she answered. 
“Tt has been fine and splendid so far, and it shall be 
fine and splendid to the end. What could I do except 
to spoil it and wreck it? I am the daughter of a 
convict—an outcast a 

“‘Tt’s not true,” I broke in. ‘‘ Your father was an 
innocent man, and with God’s help we’re going to 
prove it to the world.” 

“* Even if the world believed us, it would make no 
difference. Your whole future would be ruined if you 
married me. I know all your uncle’s hopes and 
ambitions for your career, and how important it is that 
you should do as he wishes.” 

I laughed a trifle unsteadily. 

“I only know one thing,” I said. ‘I am going to 
marry the woman I love.” 

As I spoke I drew her still closer in my arms, and 
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bending down my head pressed my lips to hersinalong, 
passionate kiss. 

For just a moment she lay there, still and un- 
resisting ; then, with a little sob, she forced herself 
away from me, and turned blindly towards the door. 

Half dazed by a sudden remorse for what I had done, 
I stepped forward to follow her, but a pleading move- 
ment brought me to a standstill. 

“Don’t leave me, Faith,” I begged. “I was a 
brute to kiss you like that, but 

“No, no; it was not your fault,” she whispered. 
“T don’t blame you ; I am not even sorry it happened, 
but for pity’s sake let me go alone.” 

With shaking fingers she turned the handle, and 
the next instant I was staring stupidly at the empty 
doorway. 


CHAPTER X 


“Is that you, Jack?” I enquired. “It’s Dick 
speaking—Dick Brooke.” 

“Hullo!” came the answer. ‘Sorry I wasn’t in 
when you rang up yesterday. I had to run down to 
Birmingham for some damned political meeting. 
Didn’t get back till about midnight.” 

“You needn’t apologise,” I said comfortingly. 
“The welfare of England is more important than my 
private affairs.” 

“T wouldn’t goas faras that,” he replied. ‘‘ What’s 
the matter? Do you want to see me?” 

“Yes,” I said. “I should be distinctly grateful 
if you could spare me a stray half-hour.” 

“ Anything urgent?” 

“Tt seems urgent to me,” I admitted. “ As far 
as I can make out, I appear to be in some danger of 
being knocked on the head.” 

There was a pause. 

“Are you speaking seriously?” | 

“Of course I am,” I said. ‘‘ You don’t suppose 
I try to be facetious at half-past eight in the 
morning.” 

“Tt sounds quite exciting,” observed Jack calmly. 
“Can’t you tell me some more?” 

“Not at the moment,” I said. “I hate talking 
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over the phone ; and, besides, Cartledge is just taking 
in my breakfast.” 

“Well, come along to my chambers at eleven. 
You know where they are—the last house in King’s 
Bench Walk.” 

“Thanks very much,’ I said. “ I’ll be there, and 
I can promise you you won’t be bored.” 

He rang off, and, much relieved by the result of my 
conversation, I walked briskly across the hall to the 
dining-room. 

“ Breakfast ready, Cartledge?”’ I enquired. 

“ Quite ready, sir,” he replied. ‘I have put your 
letters on the table. The post has only just arrived.” 

I sat down, and, after a brief glance at the small 
pile of envelopes, none of which looked very exciting, 
I helped myself to a grilled kidney. 

“‘ If you will pardon me, sir,” observed Cartledge, “ I 
should like to express my thanks for the Encyclopedia. 
Asuperb edition, sir,anda really magnificent bookcase!’ 

“Oh, it’s turned up, has it ?”’ I remarked. 

“It was delivered yesterday afternoon, sir. I began 
the first volume in bed last night. I have only got as 
far as Aaron, but I find it extremely interesting.” 

“Tt sounds thrilling,” I said. ‘“‘ By the way, before _ 
I forget, it’s just possible that Miss Melville might 
telephone to me after I’ve gone out. If she does, 
ask her to ring me up at Mr. Knight’s chambers. You 
can look out the number and give it her.” 

With a reassuring “‘ Very good, sir,” he returned 
to his domestic duties, and, having despatched a little 
toast and marmalade to accompany the kidney, I 
began to examine my mail. 
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There were four letters altogether, the first two I 
opened being printed communications from wine 
merchants, each of whom had “recently purchased 
the complete cellar of a deceased nobleman,” and 
was extremely anxious to share his good fortune 
with me. The third was from a North British 
philanthropist called Mr. Cameron Gordon, whose 
surplus fortune of £50,000 was apparently at my 
entire disposal provided I would take the trouble to 
walk round as far as Jermyn Street. 

Tossing them aside, I turned to the last—an ordinary 
blue envelope, addressed in a bold and legible hand- 
writing. It contained a single sheet of notepaper 
with a stamped address, and ran as follows : 


** The Nook, 
“* Warley-on-Thames, 
“ June 13th. 

** DEAR Si1R,—I have heard from my friend and 
neighbour, Mr. Watson, that you are looking out 
for a furnished riverside cottage for July and August. 
He has given me your address, and suggested that 
I should write to you personally, as I wish to let 
The Nook, and he thinks it is exactly the sort of 
place you are in search of. 

“IT wondered whether you would care to run 
down and see it for yourself either to-morrow after- 
noon or the following day. You will find me here, 
and, whether it satisfies your requirements or not, 
I can only say that you will be a very welcome 


guest. 
“ There is a convenient train from Paddington at 
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2.15. This house is only ten minutes from the 
station, and anyone you meet will be able to direct 
you. 

“Perhaps you wouldn’t mind sending me a wire 
if you are coming, so that I may be certain of being 
at home, 

“ Yours sincerely, 
“* PHILIP G. STANLEY.” 


There was a pleasant and unaffected friendliness 
about the note which rather appealed to me. Mr. 
Watson, I concluded, must be one of the firm of house- 
agents to whom I had entrusted my business, for, 
common as the name was, it certainly did not belong 
to anyone I knew. Probably the fact that I had gone 
to him on my uncle’s recommendation had led him to 
take a personal interest in the matter, and, finding 
this opportunity of fixing me up, he had immediately 
put me in touch with the owner of the cottage. 

Anyway, it seemed quite a promising proposition, 
and, reading the letter once again, I felt strongly 
disposed to accept the writer’s invitation. Apart 
from the fact that the summer was slipping by and 
that most of the really attractive bungalows had 
already been snapped up, I had another and even 
more powerful inducement to accept the first favour- 
able offer that presented itself. I felt sure that Jack 
would share my opinion about the danger to which 
Faith was exposed as long as Olsen and his gang were 
still at liberty. On his advice she might be persuaded 
to leave London, and, in that event, it would certainly 
be the ideal arrangement if I had a snug little riverside 


168 THE GIRL IN BLACK 


cottage to place at her disposal. The longer I thought 
it over, the more convinced I became that it was an 
opportunity which I should be foolish to waste. 
Unless anything occurred to stop me, I could easily 
run down and back in the afternoon, and probably, 
by the offer of a month’s rent in advance, I should be 
able to secure possession of the place straight away. 

I accordingly put Mr. Stanley’s letter in my pocket, 
and about half-past ten, with a good stout ash stick 
for my companion, I set out to walk to the Temple. 

Comforting as it was to know that Jack was waiting 
for me, I still had quite enough disquieting thoughts 
to occupy my mind. In the first place, I had heard 
nothing of Faith since she had left me so abruptly 
on the previous afternoon. I had written to her, 
begging her to ring me up in the morning and let 
me know if she was safe and well, but, though I had 
posted the note myself, so as to make certain that she 
received it, it had so far elicited no response. 

Another thing that worried me was the apparent 
absence of any move on the part of the enemy. Twenty 
hours had now elapsed since their abortive attempt 
to burgle the flat, and, sanguine as I am by nature, 
I could scarcely believe that, with such an interval 
for reflection, they had failed to evolve something 
fresh in the way of mischief. 

What form their activities would take was the 
subject on which I was speculating as I turned out 
of Middle Temple Lane into the restful atmosphere 
of King’s Bench Walk. As befitted the dignity of a 
future Chancellor, Jack had established himself on 
the first floor, and, in answer to my knock, the outer 


THE GIRL IN BLACK 169 


door of his chambers was opened by an impressively 
solemn-looking gentleman whom I took to be his 
clerk. 

I gave him my name, and, with the remark that 
Mr. Knight was expecting me, he led the way down 
a narrow passage and ushered me into an old-fashioned 
panelled apartment, where I discovered Jack seated 
at a large writing-desk. 

“It’s very nice of you to let me come and bother 
you like this,” I said. ‘‘ I hope I’m not interrupting 
anything important.” 

Jack got up with a laugh. 

““Come along and sit down, Dick,” he observed. 
“You're devilish polite this morning, but I suppose 
it will wear off.” 

He wheeled round an arm-chair, and, throwing 
himself into another alongside of it, reached out for 
a box of cigars which was lying on an adjacent table. 

“Try one of these,” he suggested. ‘“‘ You needn’t 
be afraid of ’°em; they’re the sort I keep for really 
important clients.” 

I helped myself reverently to a magnificent Cabana, 
and, lighting it with the care that it deserved, glanced 
approvingly round his well-furnished retreat. 

‘““T’ve never been in a barrister’s chambers before,” 
Isaid. ‘ Do they all run things on the same luxurious 
scale?” 

“ All the sensible ones,” said Jack. ‘It doesn’t 
cost much to be comfortable, and it impresses the 
solicitors.” 

He lay back, and, blowing out a long trail of smoke, 
inspected me smilingly with his keen blue eyes. 
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“You don’t look much like a man who’s expecting 
to be knocked on the head,” he remarked. 

“T’m glad of that,” I returned. ‘It’s not the 
sort of impression I should like to convey to the 
general public.” 

“TI told you that this rest cure idea wouldn’t work,” 
he continued. “I knew that if you were loafing 
around town you’d get into trouble. Now, what is 
it exactly? Something to do with a girl, I suppose?” 

“To be strictly accurate,”’ I said, “it’s something 
to do with two.” 

“Good Lord!” exclaimed Jack. ‘‘I might have 
guessed you’d make a really fine job of it while you 
were about it!’ He paused. “ Well, I’ve given 
orders to my clerk that I’m not to be disturbed for 
the next half-hour. Fire ahead, and let’s hear the 
worst.” 

It was not an easy task which I was faced with, 
but since, however difficult I found it, the story had 
to be told, I settled down doggedly to do my best. 

I took up my tale at the point where Jack and I had 
parted company outside the cinema, and, going on 
from there step by step, I worked my way gradually 
through the whole amazing series of events that had 
culminated in my arrival at the Temple. 

Sitting forward in his chair, with his chin on his 
hand, Jack listened to me in almost unbroken silence. 
Very occasionally he would fire out some brief question, 
the object of which was not always particularly clear, 
but, with the exception of these momentary inter- 
Tuptions, he allowed me to continue my narrative 
in my own way until, a little hoarse but hugely relieved 
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at having got the matter off my chest, I eventually 
arrived at the conclusion. 

“There you are, Jack!” I said. ‘ That finishes 
my part of the entertainment. I don’t know if you 
can swallow a single word of what I’ve told you, but, 
unless I’m as mad as a hatter, it’s the plain, unvarnished 
truth.” 

He tossed away the stump of his cigar and con- 
templated me for a moment with that queer, half- 
satirical smile of his. 

“Of course you’re mad, Dick,” he said calmly. 
“ T’ve known that for years. Any man who has your 
genius for getting into trouble must be a bit touched 
in the upper storey.” 

“Then you do believe me! ” I exclaimed. 

Instead of answering, he got up, and, strolling across 
the room, opened a door which led into the adjoining 
apartment, where apparently his clerk was at work. 

“You must put off that interview with Merrivale, 
Richards,” he said. ‘“ Tell him that I'll ring him up 
as soon as I’m disengaged.” 

Then, in the same leisurely fashion, he came back 
to where I was sitting, and dropped down again into 
his former chair. 

“ You certainly are a marvel, Dick,” he said. ‘ You 
slip off quietly to Brazil, and scoop up enough limelight 
and publicity to last an ordinary man the rest of his 
life. Then you drift home to London, and you haven’t 
been here a week before you’re up to the teeth in 
what looks like being the biggest sensation i$ 

“For heaven’s sake don’t rub it in,” I pleaded. 
“I’ve already had two sleepless nights thinking 
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about Uncle Joseph, and I came round here for a little 
comfort and sympathy. You're not joking, Jack?” 
I added. ‘‘ You honestly think I’ve run up against 
something pretty serious ? ”’ 

“‘ Well, I’ve just put off a really important appoint- 
ment,” he returned, “and I shouldn’t have done 
that merely for the pleasure of pulling your leg.” 
He rubbed his left eyebrow backwards and forwards 
with the point of his little finger—a favourite trick 
of his in the old days at Cambridge when we had 
talked and argued in each other’s rooms. “It’s my 
belief,” he continued, “that this poor chap Melville 
was the victim of one of the most colossa] bloomers 
that the English law has ever managed to achieve. 
I had some suspicion of it at the time, and now, after 
hearing your story, I’m damned well certain.” 

** You remember the trial, then ? ”’ I asked. 

“ Perfectly. It was an unusual sort of case, and 
if it hadn’t come on just when the papers were full 
of the election it would probably have aroused a lot 
more interest than it did. I thought that it might 
crop up again sooner or later, but of all extraordinary 
and impossible things ’* He broke off with a 
laugh. “‘ Well, between you and me, Dick, you can 
thank your lucky stars that I always have the good 
sense to get out of Birmingham the moment my 
job’s finished.” 

“Tt struck me that the situation was becoming a 
trifle critical,” I admitted. 

“Tf you want to know what surprises me,” he said 
quietly, “it’s the fact that you and this girl are still 
walking about apparently in the best of health. I 
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shouldn’t think that there was an insurance company 
in London who’d touch either of you with the end 
of a barge-pole.” 

“If I'd imagined it was as bad as that,” I said, 
“Td have taken a taxi.” 

“ T’m not fooling, Dick,” he went on, in an even more 
serious voice. ‘‘ You may have had one or two ugly 
experiences in Brazil, but I don’t mind betting that 
you never struck a tighter corner than you're in now. 
Provided that this invention is a genuine one—and 
from what you’ve told me I don’t see any reason for 
doubting it—there are plenty of people within a mile 
of here who’d cut your throat without turning a hair 
on the mere chance that you were carrying the secret 
about with you. Now, assuming that you’re right 
with regard to Olsen—that he’s the man who planned 
the whole business, stole the paper, and planted those 
dud notes in the workshop—do you suppose that he’ll 
allow himself to be baulked at the last minute merely 
because you choose to butt in and act the knight- 
errant?” 

“It seems so unlikely to me,” I said, ‘‘ that I actually 
got out of bed at eight o’clock this morning in order 
to ring you up. The question is, what are we going 
to do about it?” 

“ There’s only one thing to do,” said Jack. “ You 
must come round with me to Scotland Yard at once 
and tell the police everything.” 

I shook my head. ‘Not until I’ve seen Faith 
again,” I replied. ‘‘ I have given her my word that 
I won’t consult anyone except you. Besides, I’ve 
got to consider Uncle Joseph. If this business is 
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sprung on him unexpectedly, he’ll probably die of 
apoplexy.” 

“We must risk something,” replied Jack brutally. 
“As for your promise to this girl, surely you needn’t 
take that too seriously?” 

“I think I’d better,” I said. ‘‘ You see, she’s 
going to be my wife, Jack, and I’ve always heard 
that unless a woman can trust her husband married 
life is the devil.” 

He gazed at me for a moment half incredulously. 

“ But, damn it all!” he exclaimed, “‘ you’ve only 
known her for three days.” 

“ Three and a half,”’ I corrected him, “‘ and, in any 
case, I don’t see what the devil that’s got to do with it.” 

With a sudden explosion of laughter, Jack thrust 
out his hand. 

“Shove it there, old man,” he remarked heartily. 
“I’m delighted to be the first to congratulate you, 
and I hope to God I shan’t be the last. 

“ All the same,” he added, as we exchanged grips, 
“you must admit that I had some excuse for being a 
bit knocked over. This interesting news of yours 
doesn’t exactly make things any simpler.” 

“It’s one of those situations in which a resourceful 
chap like you ought to be at his best,” I observed 
encouragingly. ‘‘ What we’ve got to do is to get 
back that stolen paper from Olsen, and then prove 
to the world that Faith’s father was an innocent man. 
I really don’t believe it’s any use going to the police 
at present ; unless we can produce more evidence, 
they’re not likely to admit that they’ve made a 
mistake.” 
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He rose to his feet, and, thrusting his hands in his 
pockets, began to pace slowly up and down the room. 
I watched him hopefully. 

“You're taking a big risk, Dick,” he said at last. 
“Tf these people mean to see it through, they’ll strike 
hard and strike quickly.” 

“T know that,” I said. ‘It’s the very reason why 
I tried to persuade Faith to get out of London. Un- 
fortunately, she won’t hear of it.” 

“As far as I can see,” he replied, “ you’re just 
about a pair.” He paused for a moment, and then 
I saw his face brighten as though a fresh idea had 
suddenly suggested itself. “By Jove, what a fool 
I am!” he exclaimed. “ Why, it’s Saaety the sort 
of case that McAlister would jump at!’ 

“Who's McAlister? ” I enquired. 

“Oh, I forgot you’d been out of England for two 
years. You’d know his name well enough otherwise. 
He used to be one of the chief inspectors at Scotland 
Yard, and a damned good man at his job too. He’s 
a queer, self-willed, independent chap, however, and 
since he retired he’s been carrying on a sort of news- 
paper campaign against what he describes as their 
out-of-date methods. As you can imagine, there’s 
no particular love lost between him and his late col- 
leagues. He has started an agency of his own now, 
and he’d give his ears for a really good chance of 
showing them up.” 

“He sounds promising,” I said. “If you don’t 
mind waiting until I’ve had a talk with Faith——” 

‘“ We've no time for that,” he broke in. ‘ As I 
told you before, you’re both in the greatest danger, 
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and you’ve got to choose between going to McAlister 
and going to the police. Unless you agree to one or 
the other, I won’t take any responsibility for what 
happens.” 

‘IT suppose you're right,” I admitted reluctantly. 
“‘Where does this distinguished sleuth hang out? 
Can you get in touch with him now—while I’m here? ” 

“T’ll ring him up at once,” was his answer, and, 
walking across to his desk, he began hastily turning 
over the pages of a telephone directory. After a 
brief delay he succeeded in obtaining the number he 
required. 

“Ts that McAlister’s?” he demanded. “ Mr. 
Knight speaking—Mr. John Knight of King’s Bench 
Walk. No, no, I want him personally. What’s 
that?” A pause. “Not until when?” Another 
and longer pause. ‘ Well, that will do, only be sure 
that you don’t forget. Yes, I shall be here. City 
3037. Tell him it’s very urgent and important. 

“Our man’s out at present,’”’ he announced, hanging 
up the receiver, “ but they’re going to let me know 
directly he comes back.” 

““T’d better wait, then,’ I said. ‘“‘ I’d some idea 
of running down to Warley this afternoon to look at 
a cottage I’ve heard about. I thought it would be 
just the right place for Faith if we could persuade her 
to go there.” 

“ There’s no reason why you shouldn’t,” returned 
Jack. “In fact, I’m not at all sure it wouldn’t be 
the best thing you could do. You'd be safely out of 
the way for a few hours, and I can give McAlister 
all the information he’ll want at present. 
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“The first job we’ve got to tackle,” he continued, 
seating himself on the edge of the table, ‘is to find 
out who this man Olsen really is, and hunt up his 
record. That’s the sort of work in which McAlister 
will be invaluable. He knows more about the history 
of all the leading crooks in Europe than anyone else 
alive, and I don’t mind betting that if Olsen has ever 
been in trouble with the police he’ll be able to identify 
him at once.” 

“He can have a free hand as far as money goes,” 
I said. ‘‘I am sure that Aunt Jemima would be 
delighted to know I was making such a good use of 
her legacy.” ‘ 

Jack nodded. ‘“‘ We'll have two or three of the 
best men in London on the job by this evening, and 
you can take it from me that there’ll be precious little 
about either the Olsens or your friend Mr. Muller 
which they won’t manage to ferret out.” He paused. 
“‘ What time do you expect to be back in town? ” 

“Oh, round about six,” I said. ‘I only want to 
have a look at the place.” 

“Well, you’d better come along to my flat. I can 
give you some dinner there, and we’ll arrange to meet 
McAlister afterwards. He may have some news 
for you by then.” 

“T hope it won’t be anything unpleasant,” I said. 
“The two people I’m worried about are Faith and 
Uncle Joseph. If those beauties were to guess that 
the paper was at Canford House 53 

“ They’re not likely to,” said Jack; “and, in any 
case, it’s got to stop where it is for the present. As 
for Miss Melville, I’ve no doubt that McAlister will 
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arrange for one of his men to meet her outside the 
theatre to-night and see that she gets safely home.” 

“He needn’t worry about that,” I said. “I told 
her in my note that I’d call for her myself.” 

There was a knock from the adjoining room, and, 
with an apologetic air, Jack’s solemn-looking clerk 
presented himself in the doorway. 

“IT am sorry to interrupt you, sir,” he observed, 
“but you won’t forget that you’ve another appoint- 
ment for twelve-thirty? It’s those people from 
King’s Lynn a 

I got up from my chair. “I’ll be off, Jack,” I 
said. ‘‘ There’s nothing more that we need discuss 
now, and I shall just have time to get some lunch at 
Paddington before I catch my train.” 

“Very well,” he answered, and, dismissing his 
retainer with a nod, he slid down from the table and 
picked up my hat and stick, which I had deposited 
on the sofa. “‘ Here you are, my son,” he added. 
“Mind you keep your éyes open, and come straight 
to my place directly you get back. You'll take a 
taxi to the station, of course? ” 

“T suppose I’d better,” I said. ‘‘ It seems rather 
cowardly, but an engaged man can’t afford to be a 
hero.” 

With a laugh and an encouraging handshake he 
accompanied me along the passage, and, leaving him 
standing at the door of his chambers, I made my 
way down the staircase and stepped out again into 
the sunshine. 

The world certainly seemed to be a much brighter 
and more attractive place. Hitherto, my fears with 
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regard to Faith’s safety had rather damped the enjoy- 
ment which my adventure would otherwise have 
afforded me ; now that I was certain of being able to 
count on Jack’s assistance most of my anxiety, even 
on that point, had vanished into thin air. An ex- 
hilarating blend of love and excitement ran riot through 
my heart, and, although the situation still presented 
one or two awkward problems, these, in the mood 
that I was in, only seemed to give it an additional 
flavour. 

Passing through the archway into Fleet Street, I 
turned into the post office opposite Fetter Lane and 
sent off a telegram to Warley announcing my approach- 
ing arrival. This done, I signalled to the first taxi 
that came along, and a quarter of an hour later, just 
as the station clocks were striking one, I alighted, 
with an excellent appetite, at the Paddington Hotel. 

It was not often that I had felt really hungry since 
my illness, and, with an hour and a quarter in front 
of me, I determined that the occasion should not pass 
uncelebrated. I was fortunate in securing the services 
of an intelligent waiter, who, on learning of my design, 
entered into it with an almost personal enthusiasm. 
Considering the very important rédle which that lunch 
was destined to play in my immediate future, I have 
sometimes wondered since whether he could have 
been my guardian angel in disguise. If so, I can 
only hope that he was allowed to retain the hand- 
some and well-earned tip with which I rewarded 
his services. 

In spite of the weather, which was glorious enough 
to tempt anyone into the country, there were not 
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many people travelling by the 2.15. I found no 
difficulty in obtaining a seat in an empty smoker, 
where, with my pipe alight and my feet tucked up 
comfortably on the opposite cushions, I settled down 
to enjoy my journey. It was pleasant to feel that I 
was once again on my way towards the river, and, 
after three years’ absence, even the familiar names of 
the stations were not without a certain charm as we 
rumbled along in a leisurely fashion from one stopping- 
place to another. 

I entertained myself by thinking of what a lot I 
should have to tell Faith while I was driving her home 
from the cinema. By that time I should doubtless 
have made the acquaintance of McAlister, and I 
could picture the interest with which she would listen 
to my story, and the passionate joy it would give her 
to know that Jack was already convinced of her 
father’s innocence. 

I hoped too that, if my present trip turned out a 
success and I was able to get possession of the cottage 
at once, I might be able to persuade her to accept its 
hospitality, at all events for the next two or three 
critical days. Apart from her natural reluctance to 
abandon her work, the chief stumbling-block in the 
way of any such arrangement was my idiotic behaviour 
on the previous afternoon. Despite the fact that she 
had forgiven me, and penitently as I had expressed 
myself in my letter, it would be only natural if she felt 
that the faith and trust with which she had formerly 
regarded me could no longer be relied upon. Whether 
she did or not, I had certainly done my best to produce 
this impression, and I was in the very act of once more 
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cursing my own folly when, with a sudden grinding of 
brakes, the train drew up at Warley station. 

Only two other passengers got out besides myself— 
an old lady with a large number of parcels, and a tall, 
heavily built man in a blue serge suit. I was just 
behind the latter as he gave up his ticket, and, over- 
taking him a few yards outside, I enquired whether 
he could tell me the way to The Nook. 

“The Nook?” he repeated. ‘ D’you mean Mr. 
Stanley’s place? ” 

“ That’s right,” I said. 

“Well, I’m going past it, if you’ll walk along with 
me. It’s quite close here, just at the bottom of the 
lane, facing the river.” 

I thanked him, and, without further remark, he 
struck off down a narrow road, bordered on either 
side by a tall line of poplars. The still, hot air was 
fragrant with the scent of summer flowers, and, except 
for the low murmur of bees and the occasional twitter 
of a bird, the whole countryside seemed to be lapped 
in a profound slumber. 

Since my escort betrayed no desire to talk, I tramped 
along by his side enjoying the warmth and the silence. 
About a hundred and fifty yards from the station 
the road wound slightly to the left, and, stopping at 
a fence, my companion pointed across the field to 
where a low, red roof was just visible amongst the 
trees. 

“ That’s the place you want,” he observed. “If you 
get over here and keep straight along the path it will 
bring you out right opposite the side entrance.”’ 

I again expressed my gratitude, and, following 


182 THE GIRL IN BLACK 


his directions, arrived, after a few minutes’ walk, at 
a low, wooden paling which was evidently the boundary 
of the kitchen-garden. Over the top I caught sight 
of a man in his shirt-sleeves, who was digging away 
vigorously in one of the beds. He looked up as I 
approached the gate, and then, thrusting his spade 
into the soil, came forward to meet me. He was a 
stout, genial-looking person of about fifty, with a 
pair.of gold-rimmed spectacles and a straw hat well 
on the back of his head. 

“Mr. Brooke ? ” he enquired, in an almost comically 
high-pitched voice. “Ah, yes, I thought it must 
be when I saw you coming along. My name’s Stanley, 
as no doubt you’ve guessed. I’m sorry to beso untidy, 
but I started on a little job of work after lunch, and 
I hoped I should be able to finish it before you turned 
up.” 

We shook hands. 

“TI was admiring your energy at being able to dig 
in this heat,” I said. “‘ Please don’t let me stop 
you.” 

“T’m only too delighted to have the excuse,” he 
chuckled. ‘‘ To tell you the truth, I was just begin- 
ning to think that I couldn’t get on much longer 
without a little liquid refreshment.” He mopped 
his forehead with a red silk handkerchief, and, readjust- 
ing his spectacles, took me hospitably by the elbow. 
“Come along into the house,” he continued. ‘‘ We’ll 
go round by the front, and then you'll be able to see 
that we really do face the river.” 

Still retaining my arm, he conducted me past the 
side windows of the bungalow and brought me out 
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on to a small, well-kept lawn, with beds of roses in 
full bloom. The grass terminated in a steep bank, 
which sloped right down to the water’s edge, where 
an empty punt was drifting about on its moorings. 

“T’m very glad I accepted your invitation,” I said 
frankly. ‘‘ As far as I can see, this is exactly the 
place I’m looking for.” 

““Not such a bad little crib, is it?’ he remarked 
complacently. “I’ve taken a good deal of trouble 
with it one way and another, and I think you'll be 
just as pleased with the inside of the house as you are 
with the garden.” 

He led the way through a rustic porch, covered 
with ramblers, and a moment. later I found myself 
in a large, low-ceilinged room, pleasantly furnished 
in old oak, with bow windows, looking out towards 
the Thames. : 

“Now, make yourself comfortable, Mr. Brooke,” 
he said, “‘ and I’ll mix you a nice, cold whisky and 
soda. I’m sure that you’re ready for one after sitting 
in that stuffy train.” 

He bustled away to the sideboard, and, after a brief 
delay, came back to where I had seated myself, carry- 
ing two large tumblers with a piece of ice clinking 
musically in each. 

“Here’s to your very good health,” he observed 
in his curiously squeaky voice. ‘If you'll permit 
me to say so, I am delighted to make your 
acquaintance.” 

I murmured some suitable rejoinder, and, taking 
a long and welcome drink, set down my glass on the 
edge of the table. 
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‘“‘ Tam extremely obliged to your friend Mr. Watson,” 
I said. ‘I can’t exactly place him for the moment, 
but i 

‘“‘ Ah, Watson,” he interrupted. ‘ Yes, yes, quite 
so. After I had written my note I thought that 
perhaps I ought to have explained a little more fully.” 
He paused, and, with his head on one side, eyed me 
thoughtfully over the top of his spectacles. ‘‘ You 
see, Watson—my dear sir, what’s the matter? I 
trust that you’re not feeling ill? ” 

A deadly wave of giddiness and faintness had 
suddenly swept over me. With an instinctive move- 
ment I clutched at the arm of my chair, and, even as 
I did so, I saw the door opposite slowly open and a 
man step forward into the room. 

Half dazed as I was, I recognised him instantly. 

“How do you do, Mr. Brooke?” came a suave, 
mocking voice. “Please don’t trouble to get up. 
It’s really hardly worth your while.” 

Somehow or other I had managed to stagger to 
my feet, and for a second I stood there, rocking and 
swaying, as I tried to fight back the gathering darkness. 

I was just conscious of the fat man’s face grinning 
at me maliciously; then the floor seemed to spin 
round beneath me, and I felt myself pitching forward 
into black and fathomless space. 


CHAPTER XI 


THE first thing I became dimly conscious of was a 
dull, throbbing ache in my head. For a moment I 
lay still, wondering what had happened; then, as 
the pain seemed to grow worse, I attempted to put 
my hand to my forehead. For some queer reason 
it refused to move. 

Slowly and resentfully I opened my eyes, and, 
just as the top half of a battered chest of drawers 
was outlining itself against the opposite wall, a tumbled 
flood of recollections surged suddenly into my memory. 

The drugged whisky! Olsen! The room in the 
bungalow! 

With a stifled oath I endeavoured to scramble up, 
only to discover that my ankles were tied tightly 
together and my arms strapped to my sides. Losing 
my balance, I rolled over on to my shoulder, where, 
helpless but thoroughly awake, I remained staring 
wildly about me. 

There was not much light, but by the flickering 
gleam of a cheap oil lamp which hung from a hook in 
the ceiling I was able to take in most of my surround- 
ings. As far as I could make out I was in some kind 
of underground cellar. It was a cheerless hole, with 
a stone floor and rough, unplastered walls. Except 
for the chest of drawers and a dirty mattress on which 
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I was lying, its only other contents were a heap of 
flower-pots, two or three empty packing-cases, and 
a large number of bottles stacked away carefully on 
shelves. A little to my left was a stout wooden door, 
which appeared to be the only means by which one 
could enter or leave. I could detect no sign of a 
window or even a grating, and, although I could 
breathe easily enough, the whole place reeked abomin- 
ably with the close, musty odour of stale air. 

I had got so far in my investigations when my ears 
suddenly caught the tread of approaching footsteps. 
The next moment came a low rumble of voices from 
outside, followed by the unmistakable sound of a key 
turning in the lock. I made another effort to struggle 
up into a sitting position, and, just as I had succeeded 
in doing so, the door opened and two men stepped 
forward into the light. One of them was Olsen him- 
self ; the other a red-faced, truculent-looking ruffian, 
carrying a small jug of water. 

Coming to a halt a few feet from the mattress, Olsen 
looked down at me with raised eyebrows. 

“But what a pleasant surprise!” he observed. 
“Our young friend has apparently recovered his 
health.” 

His companion gave a hoarse chuckle, and, setting 
down the jug, peered at me malevolently out of his 
bloodshot eyes. 

“TI shall not require your services, after all, Voles,” 
continued Olsen smoothly. “‘ You can leave that 
water here and retire upstairs.” 

Without making any reply, the red-faced man 
shuffled off, closing the door behind him, There was 
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a brief pause, and then, producing a large silver case, 
Olsen carefully selected a cigar. 

** You'll excuse my smoking, I’m sure,” he remarked. 
“As you may have noticed, the atmosphere of this 
cellar is distinctly trying. It’s a convenient place in 
some ways—very private and solidly built—but for 
some reason or other the architect seems to have 
overlooked the question of ventilation.” 

He struck a match, and, blowing out a cloud of 
smoke, seated himself on one of the packing-cases. 
Except for the fact that, instead of evening dress, he was 
wearing a well-cut suit of dark grey serge, he presented 
exactly the same distinguished and debonair appearance 
as when he had sat opposite to me at the restaurant. 

“If you’ll forgive my changing the subject,’ I said, 
““may I enquire who you are and where I am? ” 

He laughed—a little easy, appreciative laugh, 
which sounded entirely unforced. 

“A most natural question under the circumstances. 
At the present moment, Mr. Brooke, you are my guest. 
After your unfortunate attack of illness at Warley 
I took the liberty of bringing you down here in my 
car. To a certain extent I was responsible for your 
visit to The Nook, and, hospitable as my friend Stanley 
is, I had no wish to impose upon his good nature. 
Besides, I felt that the possession of this cellar, and 
the somewhat more isolated position of my house, 
were advantages which it would be foolish to dis- 
regard.” He paused for a moment, twisting his 
cigar gently between his fingers. ‘‘ My name,’ he 
added, ‘“‘is Olsen—Henry Olsen. It may possibly 
be familiar to you.” 
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“‘T imagine,’’ I said, “that I have the pleasure of 
addressing the father of Miss Rachel Olsen ? ” 

He bowed. 

“In that case,” I continued, “‘ I suppose you are 
also the gentleman who broke into my flat.” 

“ Both of your assumptions are equally sound,” he 
answered. ‘“‘I hope, by the way, that that excellent 
butler of yours was none the worse for his tumble. 
I am afraid he caught his head rather a nasty bang 
on the floor.” 

“He seems to be recovering,” I said. ‘“‘I have 
no doubt he will be well enough to give evidence at 
the police court.” 

Far from disturbing my visitor’s serenity, the 
remark only seemed to add to his amusement. 

“You are partly responsible yourself for the un- 
fortunate episode,” he replied. ‘‘ It was my daughter’s 
own idea that she should call upon you and—how 
shall we put it >—appeal to your better nature, and, 
if you hadn’t been unchivalrous enough to mislead her 
on a somewhat important point, none of these dis- 
tressing developments would ever have occurred.” 

“ All this is very interesting,” I said, “‘ but don’t 
you think it would be more to the point if you told me 
what the devil you’re playing at ? ” 

Crossing one leg over the other, he leaned back 
comfortably against the wall. 

“‘ There is no particular hurry,” he remarked, “ but, 
if you wish to discuss the matter, I am quite ready to 
oblige you. To put it plainly, Mr. Brooke, you are a 
nuisance. You have chosen to thrust yourself into 
an affair which doesn’t concern you, and, like most 
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people who can’t mind their own business, you will 
find that the consequences area trifle unpleasant. How 
unpleasant will depend chiefly upon circumstances.” 

“Couldn’t you be a little less long-winded?” I 
said. ‘‘ You talk very well for a foreign crook, but 
I suppose I haven’t been drugged and brought down 
here in order to listen to your command of the English 
language ? ” 

Once again my effort to make him lose his temper 
was a complete failure. 

“That wasn’t precisely my purpose,” he admitted. 
“It had more to do with a certain document which is 
at present, I believe, in the charming hands of Miss 
Melville. I have every hope that during the next 
twenty-four hours I shall be able to persuade her to 
entrust it to me, and, since you would probably have 
insisted on interfering, I thought it wiser that you 
should be safely out of the way. Besides, in the 
regrettable’ event of any obstinacy on Miss Melville’s 
part, 1 fancy that your presence here is likely to prove 
of considerable assistance.” 

He brought out the last words in a slow, caressing 
voice which seemed to give them a peculiarly ugly 
significance. 

“TI should hate to depress you, Olsen,” I said, 
“ but, whatever that paper is, you have about as much 
chance of getting hold of it as you have of going to 
heaven.” 

He looked at me in much the same way that a cat 
studies a mouse. 

“IT think you are wrong, my young friend,” he 
said softly. “I hope so, anyhow, for your own sake. 
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Because I have so far treated you with ordinary 
civility, you mustn’t imagine that I am incapable 
of adopting more drastic methods. For instance, 
if it suited me, I shouldn’t have the slightest compunc- 
tion in making you talk. As I am not sure how much 
you know, however, and as you would almost cer- 
tainly lie to me, I should merely be wasting valuable 
time. That being the case, I prefer to wait until i 
have had the pleasure of a chat with Miss Melville.” 

“‘ Indeed,” I said, “‘ and am I to be present at this 
agreeable interview ? ”’ 

He shook his head. “I fear not, Mr. Brooke. 
You see, owing to your meddling there is just a chance 
that somebody else besides yourself might be interested 
in the young lady’s movements. I shall, of course, 
take every possible step to see that she is not followed, 
but, at the same time, I feel that by inviting her here 
I should be running a quite unnecessary risk. In 
case you should feel hopeful, however, I can assure 
you that the place which I have chosen for our meeting 
is just as convenient and private as this cellar.” 

“You seem to have thought the whole thing out 
pretty thoroughly,” I said, ‘‘ but why all these straps 
~and cords? Surely I’m safe enough without being 
trussed up like a chicken ? ” 

“TI am not anxious about your safety,” he replied ; 

“you haven’t the slightest chance of escaping until 
I choose to let you go; but, all the same, I fear you 
will have to put up with a certain amount of temporary 
inconvenience. It’s a necessary point in my dealings 
with Miss Melville. When she knows that you will 
remain exactly as you are, without food or water, 
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until the paper is handed over to me, I fancy that her 
womanly heart will be so touched a 

“Oh, that’s your game, is it?’ I broke in. ‘I wonder 
what it feels like to be such a dirty skunk as you are.” 

Olsen’s eyes narrowed dangerously for a second; 
then, with a slight shrug of his shoulders, he got up 
from the packing-case. 

“You have more courage than brains, my young 
friend,” he said, “ but, luckily for you, courage is the 
one thing I happen to respect. As I shall be away 
most of to-morrow, however, and you will be in the 
charge of Voles, I should advise you to exercise a 
little more self-restraint. I should be really sorry to 
come back and find you with your ribs kicked in.” 

He picked up the jug, and, crossing to the further 
end of the cellar, placed it well out of my reach on 
the top shelf. Then, with a final lock round, he came 
back to where I was sitting. 

“T will wish you good night now, Mr. Brooke,” he 
said. ‘“‘We may meet again and we may not. If 
my arrangements are successful, and if you are able 
to endure a certain amount of privation, you can look 
forward to seeing your friends in three days’ time. 
You will then, I hope, resume your useful work of 
enlarging our knowledge of this world. If not ”—he 
paused, with his hand on the door-knob——“ if not,” he 
added, ‘“‘you will at least have an excellent 
opportunity of exploring the next.” 

Stepping through into the passage, he turned the key 
after him, and I heard the faint creak of his ascending 
footsteps as he slowly mounted the staircase. 

There is an expression that I have often seen in 
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books about being “ left to the bitterness of one’s own 
reflections,”’ but I had never realised until that moment 
what a gifted phrase-maker its original author must 
have been. Although I had managed to preserve 
an unbroken front as long as Olsen was in the room, 
a humiliating sense of failure and disaster had all the 
time been gnawing at my heart. Directly I was alone, 
and there was no longer any need to keep up appear- 
ances, my forced spirits collapsed like a pricked bubble. 

What a fool I had been to allow myself to be gulled 
in this easy fashion! I could almost have wept with 
sheer rage when I thought of the fatuous complacency 
with which I had walked straight into the trap. Look- 
ing back, now that it was too late, the whole thing 
was as obvious as daylight. The stout, smiling little 
scoundrel who called himself Stanley was evidently 
another of the gang, and, to judge by the way he had 
played his part, fully as clever and dangerous a customer 
as Olsen himself. Whether he was really the owner 
of The Nook, or whether he had merely rented it for 
the occasion, I had no means of telling; anyhow, 
every detail of the plot had been carried out with an 
extraordinary skill and thoroughness. 

It was more than likely that the big fellow who 
had come down in the train with me was also a member 
of the same precious crew. As far as size went, he 
was just about the same height as the man I had 
caught a glimpse of beside the car on the night when 
I had seen Faith home. If I were right, he had doubt- 
less been keeping a look-out for me at Paddington, and 
had sent me into The Nook through the kitchen-garden 
in order that no one else should be a witness of my arrival. 
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The only thing that puzzled me for a moment was 
the information which Olsen seemed to possess with 
regard to my private affairs. How could he have 
known that I was in search of a riverside cottage? 
If any advertisements had appeared in the papers 
they would naturally have borne the name and address 
of the house-agent, while, apart from my uncle and 
Jack Knight, I could think of no living soul to whom I 
had even mentioned the matter. I was turning the . 
problem over in my aching head when, by a flash of 
inspiration, the solution suddenly presented itself. 
Muller! That was it, of course. I remembered now 
that, by some unfortunate chance, Uncle Joseph had 
dragged up this very topic during those few eventful 
minutes when we had been standing together in the 
drawing-room at Canford House. The remark, casual 
though it was, must have remained in the memory 
of the big Dutchman, and, directly he had repeated 
it to Olsenythe quick wits of the latter had evidently 
perceived the ingenious use to which it might be turned. 
With a man like Stanley to act the part of the decoy 
the rest was easy, and once again I writhed inwardly 
as I thought of my incredible stupidity in not having 
suspected the letter. 

Self-reproaches were of no avail now, however, so, 
pulling myself together, I attempted to face the new 
situation as coolly and dispassionately as possible. 
If the remainder of Olsen’s arrangements were equally 
well planned, he had apparently got us in a pretty 
tight corner. Having sampled his methods, I felt a 
chill foreboding that, unless something utterly unfore- 
iy abl up to prevent him, he would probably 
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succeed in carrying out his purpose. No doubt he 
had already elaborated some subtle and ingenious 
scheme for getting Faith into his power, and, once that 
was done, the game seemed to be in his hands. Faced 
by the alternative of allowing me to be starved to 
death, she would submit to whatever terms he chose 
to dictate. His most likely course would be to make 
her telephone or write a letter to my uncle asking for 
the return of the cipher. Directly they secured it, 
he and Stanley would no doubt disappear, and it 
would be left to Muller, against whom no positive 
evidence could be brought, to conduct the actual 
process of placing the invention upon the market. 
My one hope rested in jack. He at least was fully 
convinced of the truth of my story, and I tried to 
imagine what he would do when I failed to put in an 
appearance at his flat. That his suspicions would be 
immediately aroused I felt certain. In all probability 
he would ring up Cartledge, and, having learned that 
nothing had been heard of me, he would at once get 
into communication with McAlister. Provided the 
detective shared his opinion as to the seriousness of 
the case, there could be no doubt that the most rigorous 
search would be promptly instituted. Unfortunately, 
they would have nothing to go upon beyond the bare 
fact that I had started off for Warley. Even if they 
succeeded in tracing me to The Nook, they were not 
likely to get anything out of its owner except the 
bland assurance that I had been there and left again 
apparently in the best of health and spirits. However 
little they might believe his story, it would be impossible 
to disprove it without further enquiries. Jack, I 
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knew, would turn heaven and earth upside down 
to find me, but by the time he got on to the right 
track the mischief might be done. 

Unless, indeed, rescue arrived fairly quickly, I 
doubted whether I should be in a condition to take 
any further interest in the proceedings. Much as 
my health had improved since I had crawled on board 
ship in Bahia Harbour, I was still some way from 
having shaken off the after-effects of my illness. I 
knew that long before three days were up I should 
be half off my head with fever, and that as far as 
treatment or attention were concerned, I might as 
well whistle for the moon. The prospect of going 
without food I was able to bear with comparative 
equanimity. I had become accustomed to that sort 
of thing in Brazil, and the lunch which I had eaten at 
the Paddington Hotel was the kind of sustaining 
banquet on which a determined man can carry along 
comfortably for a couple of days. Thirst, however, 
was another matter. My throat was already unpleas- 
antly dry, and in this foul air the absence of water 
would soon produce an almost intolerable suffering. 
I looked over at the jug on the shelf and the tempting 
collection of wine stacked away below. Trussed 
up as I was, the former was quite unget-at-able, but 
it occurred to me that by rolling across the floor 
‘and kicking out with my feet I might succeed in 
smashing some of the lower bottles. The noise, 
however, would be almost certain to attract the 
attention of my gaoler, and for this reason I determined 
to keep the plan in reserve until my craving for a 
drink had become absolutely irresistible. 
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For the present the only sensible thing I could do 
was to husband my strength. Sleep appeared to be 
out of the question, but I had an idea that if I could 
stop thinking, and lie perfectly still and quiet, my 
headache, which was doubtless due to the drug, 
would presently disappear. Anyhow, since there 
was no alternative, the notion seemed to be worth 
trying, so, letting myself sink back upon the mattress, 
I deliberately closed my eyes. 

Though sound in theory, the programme which 
I had undertaken was not easy to carry out. Both 
my arms and legs were so tightly bound that the mere 
pressure of the cords was sufficient to cause me con- 
siderable suffering, while, strive as I would, all sorts 
of unwanted thoughts persisted in flitting vaguely 
across my brain. With dogged obstinacy, however, 
I stuck to my resolution, and at last, after what 
seemed like hours of horrible discomfort, I began to 
fall gradually into a kind of half-numbed torpor. 

I was in this state, and lying motionless on my back, 
when I suddenly became conscious of another sound 
in addition to the faint gurgling of the lamp. I 
listened curiously, wondering what it could be; then, 
as I raised my head and peered across in the direction 
of the dimly lit doorway, every nerve in my body 
seemed to become tense and rigid. 

Somebody was turning the key in the lock, 

I sat up, all my senses now thoroughly on the alert. 

Very slowly the door swung open; and there, 
silhouetted sharply against the opposite wall of the 
passage, I saw the white, barefooted figure of a girl. 

It was Rachel Olsen. 


{ 
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Clad only in a thin silk nightdress, with her dark 
hair loose over her shoulders, she presented such a 
beautiful and unexpected picture that for one be- 
wildered instant I thought I must be dreaming. 
Before I could utter a syllable, however, she stepped 
forward into the room, and with a swift, stealthy 
movement closed the door behind her. Then she 
leaned against it, her bosom rising and falling, and her 
breath coming quickly from between her parted lips. 

“Hush, hush,” she whispered. ‘‘ Whatever you 
do, for God’s sake speak quietly.” 

“Don’t be frightened,” I said. “I’m not going 
to make any noise.’ I looked at her with a kind of 
incredulous wonder, still hardly able to believe my 
eyes. “‘ Why have you come here?” I asked. 

Silently as a ghost she stole forward to where I was 
lying. 

“T came to see if I could help you. I was afraid 
you were il¥and in pain.” 

Hope and doubt were fighting a violent battle in 
my heart as I stared up into the white, shadowed face 
that was bending over me. Could there possibly be 
any truth in her words, or was this merely a fresh 
trap of Olsen’s ? 

“I'd be eternally grateful if you’d help me to a 
drink,” I said. ‘‘ There’s some water up there above 
those bottles.” 

My eyes followed her as she moved noiselessly away 
across the bare boards, and, to my inexpressible 
relief, I saw that she was just tall enough to reach the 
shelf. She was back again almost immediately, and, 
crouching down beside me, lifted the jug to my lips. 
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‘ God bless you,” I muttered fervently, and, craning 
forward my neck, I sucked in mouthful after mouthful 
of that precious fluid, until, with a reluctant gasp, I 
was compelled to pause for breath. 

“Do you generally go about the house helping 
your father’s guests?”’ I asked. “‘It must be a 
dangerous hobby, judging by what I’ve seen of him.” 

“ T have done this for you,” she said in a low voice, 
“but there is no one else in the world for whom I 
would have taken the risk.”” She put away the jug, 
and, coming still closer, knelt down beside me on the 
edge of the mattress. 

““ What did my father say to you ? ” she asked. 

“We had quite a pleasant little chat,”’ 1 answered. 
“TI gather that I am to remain here until he’s 
succeeded in stealing the key to the cipher.” 

“You know where it is?” 

Her dark eyes were fixed upon mine, and the words 
came in a tense, eager whisper. 

“Oh, yes,” I said, ““I know where it is. Very 
securely locked up in a steel safe, and well out of the 
reach of anyone it doesn’t belong to.” 

There was a pause. 

“You think I have come from my father?” she 
said. ‘‘ You think he has sent me here to trick you 
and deceive you? ” 

“ Well, I don’t want to be rude,” I returned, “ especi- 
ally to a charming girl who has just given me a drink. 
All the same, things do rather point in that direction, 
don’t they?” 

She shook back her hair, and, lifting her bare arms, 
gripped me fiercely by the shoulders, 
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“Look into my face,” she whispered. ‘I swear 
before God that I am telling you the truth. My 
father is asleep in his room upstairs. He knows 
nothing of this—nothing whatever. If he guessed 
why I had come down here he would strangle me with 
his own hands.” 

The passionate vehemence with which she spoke 
sobered my incredulity. 

“Why did you come here? ’”’ I repeated. 

A soft arm stole up round my neck. 

“Because I love you; because you are the only 
man for whom I have ever cared in the slightest.” 

I sat there motionless, as Faith’s strange suggestion, 
which had seemed so preposterous to me at the time, 
flashed back into my mind. 

“Oh, I know it’s difficult for you to believe it,” | 
she went on. “I lied to you at the flat; I tried to 
cheat you into telling me where the cipher was ; but 
all the time Her voice trembled and broke. 
“From the first moment I saw you, from the first 
word you spoke, everything inside me seemed suddenly 
to have changed. The only men I had known before 
had been friends of my father’s—thieves, forgers, 
blackmailers—all the scum and filth of the world. 
They tried to make love to me, some of them, but I 
loathed them in my heart—God, how I loathed them ! 
I swear to you that for all the rotten life I’ve been 
forced to lead I’ve kept myself clean and straight. 
You do believe that ?—you must believe it. Listen.” 
Her arms tightened about me, and her warm, fragrant 
breath played upon my face and hair. “I know 
where my father keeps that paper he stole out of the 
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workshop. It’s hidden under the lining of his coat ; 
I sewed in the pocket for him myself.” 

I was thrilled and excited enough now, but for all 
that I managed to steady my voice. 

“‘ Where is the coat?’”’ I asked. “‘In his room?” 

She nodded quickly. “It’s the one he always 
wears in the daytime ; when he changes in the evening 
he hangs it up in the wardrobe. It will be there now.” 
Her slim, quivering body was pressed so close to mine 
that I could even feel the beating of her heart. ‘‘ Un- 
less they are wrong,” she went on—‘‘ Muller and my 
father and all of them—that paper would be worth a 
fortune to anyone who could read the cipher.” 

“‘ Why are you telling me this ? ’” I demanded. 

“T hate my father,’ she exclaimed bitterly. “I 
have always done what he told me because I was 
afraid of him, and because I had nothing to live for 
or care about until I met you. It’s different now— 
altogether different. If you will help me, if you will 
take me away with you out of England, I will give 
you everything—the paper, myself——” 

“But it’s impossible,” I broke in. ‘“‘ How, in 
heaven’s name 5 

“No, no,” she panted, “it’s not impossible. Listen. 
We are quite alone here except for Voles and my father, 
and they are both asleep. I will set you free first ; 
then I will go into my father’s room and get the paper.. 
In a quarter of an hour from now we can be out of the 
house. There’s a car in the garage; I know how to 
drive it ; and we shall be safe in London before they 
even find out that we’ve gone.” 

I triéd to speak, but she slid her fingers across my 
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lips, pressing her cheek passionately against mine. 

“Oh, you can trust me,’ she whispered. ‘‘ I have 
thought it all out, and I know exactly what to do. 
Directly you have got back the cipher we will leave 
England. We will go to America by the first boat. 
There are men there in the paper trade who will buy 
our secret for what we choose to ask. I know their 
names ; I have heard Muller mention them.” 

A desperate temptation to take advantage of her 
offer suddenly swept through me. If I could escape 
from the house and reach London in safety the game 
was in my own hands. Within a few hours McAlister 
and Jack would lay the whole gang by the heels, 
Faith’s property would be recovered, and the injustice 
which had been done to her father would probably 
come to light. 

I opened my lips, but somehow or other the words 
seemed to stick in my throat. 

“What is it? Why don’t you answer?” 

Two burning eyes were staring into mine, searching 
my face with feverish eagerness. 

“Tam sorry,” I said hoarsely, “ but I can’t do it.” 

With a queer sound, almost like the snarl of a 
wounded animal, she thrust me violently away from her. 

“TI understand,” she gasped. ‘“ You love this 
girl—Faith Melville.” 

“ With all my soul,” I said steadily. 

For an instant she crouched there in the gloom, 
her hands clenched and her whole body shaking and 
trembling. 

“Then stay here and starve,” she hissed. ‘‘ You 
shall never have her—never, never!” 


CHAPTER XII 


‘‘THaT lamp will be going out in a minute,’”’ I said to 
myself. 

I was lying on my back, gazing at the little point 
of flame which kept leaping up and dying down again 
in a fashion that certainly justified my forecast. 

“‘ Going out,” I repeated stupidly, ‘‘ not enough oil 
in it; that’s what’s the matter.” 

No one seemed to pay any attention, and with an 
exceedingly painful jerk I awoke to the fact that I 
was addressing the air. Other unpleasant truths 
crowded in on me simultaneously, and, in spite of the 
agony which the effort caused me, I involuntarily 
started up. At the same moment, with a final flare, 
the lamp expired, leaving me in such pitch blackness 
that I felt as if I had been suddenly smothered. 

For several seconds I sat still, breathing quickly, 
and trying to collect my bearings. What on earth 
had happened since Rachel Olsen had stolen out into 
the passage, closing and locking the door behind her. 
Beyond a vague recollection of being alone again, I 
could remember nothing. I supposed that through sheer 
exhaustion I had eventually dropped off to sleep— 
a deduction that was confirmed by the excruciating 
stiffness and cramp from which I was suffering. How 
long had I been lying there, I wondered, and what 
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time was it? In the darkness of this underground 
prison it was difficult to make even the roughest 
guess. Judging by a distinct feeling of emptiness in 
the region of my waist it must be many hours since 
I had last eaten, and a consuming anxiety as to what 
was taking place in the outside world suddenly added 
itself to my other afflictions. 

For all I could tell, Faith might be even now in 
Olsen’s hands. It was a maddening thought, and 
what made it even harder to face was the knowledge 
that I had increased her danger by refusing Rachel’s 
offer. There had been a ring of hatred in those last 
few words which had told me only too clearly what 
sort of fate she might expect if she were ever at this 
girl’s mercy. It seemed to me now as though I had 
sacrificed everything for the sake of a mere scruple, 
and, in the bitterness of my soul, I cursed the 
impulse which had prevented me from accepting 
my freédom. 

Cursing being both useless and exhausting, however, 
I came to the conclusion that I should be wiser to 
devote my energies to something a little more practical. 
I remembered that somewhere or other in the darkness 
there was a battered tin jug which still contained a 
certain amount of water. I could recollect Rachel 
placing it on the ground just before she knelt down 
to talk to me. Whether she had left it there inten- 
tionally, or whether in that sudden outburst of rage 
and jealousy it had fortunately escaped her notice, I 
neither knew nor cared. I at least had a sporting 
chance of one more drink before anyone discovered 
its presence, and with an inward prayer that there 
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might be no untimely interruption, I let my aching 
body drop back on to the mattress. 

My idea was that by rolling myself over very slowly 
and carefully, I was bound before long to hit off the 
right spot. Once I had, so to speak, established 
connection, the rest ought to be fairly simple. If I 
could get the lip of the jug between my teeth and 
tilt back my head, some, at least, of its contents would 
certainly go into my mouth. It was a wasteful and 
not very elegant method of quenching one’s thirst, 
but, in view of the fact that at any moment one of my 
gaolers might appear upon the scene, I was in no mood 
to worry about trifles. Another drink now would at 
all events enable me to carry on for the rest of the 
day, and that was the only problem that was 3 of any 
immediate importance. 

I was in the very act of wriggling off the mattress 
on to the stone floor when a faint sound suddenly 
reached my ears. I paused at once, listening intently ; 
then, with a sickening sense of disappointment, I 
realised that I was too late. Someone had opened a 
door on the landing above, and I could hear their steps 
already descending the staircase. 

It was a dirty trick on the part of Fate, but, since 
there was nothing else to be done, I swallowed down 
my resentment as best I could. I took it for granted 
that my visitor must be the burly ruffian, Voles, who, 
as likely as not, was now in sole charge of the house. 
He would probably be unaware of the fact that Olsen 
had placed the jug on the shelf before leaving the 
cellar, and, if so, it was just possible that he might 
allow it to remain where it was. 
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A yellow gleam flickered in through some narrow 
crack, and with a sharp click the key turned in the 
lock. Then the door began to open, slowly and 
furtively, and the next moment a totally unexpected 
apparition dawned upon my astonished eyes. It was 
the figure of a stranger—a red-nosed, grey-bearded, 
disreputable looking stranger—dressed in the ragged 
and filthy garments of a tramp. 

By the light of the candle, which he was holding 
in his hand, I could see that he was just as surprised 
as I was. He stood there, staring at me blankly— 
his mouth open and his feet glued to the threshold. 

“Gorblimey,” he observed hoarsely. 

“Who are you? ” I enquired. 

With an effort he pulled himself together, and, 
stepping stealthily inside, closed the door after him. 

“Tf it comes to that, mister,’”’ he replied, “ ’oo the 
’ell are you? ” . 

I moistened my lips. 

““My name’s Brooke,” I said, “I’ve had a row with 
the people in this house, and they’ve tied me up here 
and left me to starve to death.” 

His bloodshot eyes travelled slowly over the full length 
of my anatomy. “ Well,” he muttered, “ of all the 
blarsted goes I ever struck, if this ain’t just abaht the 
limit.”’ Heset down the candle on the chest of drawers, 
and turned to me again with a sudden air of suspicion, 
“ You ain’t ‘avin’ a gaime with me ? ” he demanded. 

“Do I look as if I was?’”’ I said. “ I’ve been tied 
up like this ever since yesterday afternoon.” I 
paused. ‘‘ Who are you?” I repeated, “ and how the 
devil did you get in here?” 
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He advanced slowly to the mattress, and once more 
inspected me with the same half-incredulous interest. 

“Walked in, guv’nor,” he replied, “ that’s wot I 
did—walked in through the front winder, wot the 
bloke upstairs ’ad been kind enough to leave open for 
me.”’ He wiped his nose with the back of his hand, 
and turning aside spat carefully on the floor. 
““Nobby’s my name,” he added, “and if yer wants 
to know wot I’m doin’, I’m on the road lookin’ for 
work.” 

“But d’you mean to say that we’re alone in the 
house?” I exclaimed. 

He gave vent to a queer, rumbling noise, which 
was presumably intended for a laugh. 

“‘ Well, we ain’t exac’ly alone,” he replied, ‘ least- 
ways there’s a bloke upstairs, lyin’ on the sofa with a 
empty bottle o’ whisky snorin’ ’is blinkin’ ’ead orf.” 

I could feel my heart hammering against my ribs, 
as I stared up into the grimy face above me. 

““ What’s he like? ” I demanded. 

“ A big, ugly swine with a mug on ’im like a tomarter. 
I seen ’im through the winder while I was taikin’ a 
look rahnd. As I tells yer, ’e was snorin’ fit to waike 
the dead, and since there didn’t seem to be no one else 
abaht, I thought as ’ow I'd slip in an’ ’elp meself to 
a drop o’ wot ’e’d ’ad.” 

“ But why did you come down here? ”’ I asked. 

“ Nothin’ doin’ up there,” was the answer. “ The 
perisher only ’ad one bottle, an’ ’e’d sucked that as 
dry asa bone. I reckoned that if there was any more 
left, it would probably be in the cellar. So I taikes a 
candle, an’ comes along to ’ave a look, an’ strike me 
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blind if I don’t run across you. Give me quite a turn, 
that did, guv’nor! I ain’t got over it yet—not 
properly I ’ain’t.” 

“T’m sorry,” I said, “ the best thing you can do is 
to help yourself to a drink. There’s plenty of it over 
in that corner.” 

He wheeled round in the direction I was looking, 
and at the sight of the stacked bottles, a grunt of 
satisfaction escaped his lips. 

“ Only for God’s sake have a go at this rope first,”’ 
I added. “It’s been cutting into my wrists and 
ankles all night, and giving me absolute hell.” 

Turning back a little reluctantly, he thrust his hand 
into his side pocket and produced a large rusty-looking 
knife. 

“Wot do I git aht of it, if I sets yer loose? ” he 
asked. “I don’t ’old with doin’ the dirty on a bloke, 
not when ’e’s in trouble, but speakin’ as man to man, 
it’s worth somethin’, ain’t it, mister? ” 

“T don’t suppose they’ve left me with a penny,” I 
said, “‘ but if you'll be a sport and take my word for 
it, directly I get back to London I'll give you a hundred 
pounds.” 

He drew in a long breath. ‘A ’undred pahnds,” 
he repeated. “’Ere, come orf it! ’Oo jer think 
you are—the Dook o’ Norfolk?” 

I looked him straight in the face. “I give you my 
word of honour, Nobby,” I said. 

He blinked at me doubtfully from under his shaggy 
eyebrows ; then, wrenching back the blade with a 
sudden jerk, he knelt down alongside of me. 

“‘T’ll chance it,” he observed briefly. 
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In spite of its appearance, the knife was evidently 
in good order, for, after a moment or two of vigorous 
sawing, he succeeded in cutting through the cord 
which fastened my arms. He then performed the 
same service for my ankles, and scrambling clumsily 
to his feet stood looking down at me with a kind of 
rough sympathy. 

‘““Crool work, I calls it, tyin’ anyone up like that,” 
he remarked. ‘‘ You stop ’ere and taike it easy, 
guv’nor, while I knocks the ’ead orf one o’ them bottles. 
_ You'll feel a ’eap better when you get a drop o’ drink 
inside yer.” 

His suggestion, though obviously well meant, was 
really superfluous, for, as the blood began to circulate 
again freely through my numbed limbs, the pain was 
so acute that I was practically incapable of movement. 

With my eyes half closed and the perspiration 
trickling down my face, I watched him shuffle away 
into the farther corner. Out of the gloom came a 
sharp tinkle of broken glass, and a moment or two 
later he was back beside me, with a neatly decapitated 
bottle clutched in his right hand. 

“’Ere you are,” he chuckled encouragingly, “ ’ave a 
good swig at this, an’ you'll think it’s yer bleedin’ 
birthday.” 

He held the neck to my mouth, and, without 
troubling as to the nature of its contents, I gulped in a 
dose of neat brandy that brought me up spluttering 
and gasping. 

“ That’s the style, guv’nor,” he observed. ‘‘ Meat 
an’ drink to a bloke, that is; specially if ’e don’t go 
an’ shove a lot o’ filthy water in it.”’ 
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As though to prove the truth of his words, he 
promptly applied his own lips to the bottle, and, after 
a long gurgling interval, once more proffered 1t to me. 

“ Not just yet, thank you, Nobby,” I said. ‘‘ Give 
us a hand first, and let’s see if | can get up.” 

He set down his precious burden, and, stooping 
forward, slipped his arm round my waist. 

“ Naow then,” he remarked jocularly, “ one, two, 
three, an’ hup goes the donkey! ” 

With a strenuous hoist, he lifted me to my feet, 
where, dizzy and shaking though I was, I managed 
to stand without his support. 

“ Nice sorter folks you seems to ’ave palled up with, 
mister,” he continued. ‘‘ Done you in proper they 
’ad, if I ’adn’t ’appened to ’ave come along.” 

“T shall be all right in a minute,’ I said. “It’s 
only my damned legs that are worrying me.” I 
essayed one or two cautious steps, and found to my 
satisfaction that I could still keep my balance. ‘ What 
time is it ? ” I demanded. 

“Time!” he repeated, “ why, gettin’ on for two 
o'clock.” 

“And where are we? I mean what part of the 
country?” 

He stared at me in astonishment. 

“You don’t even know that?” 

“‘T haven’t a notion,” I said. “ They gave me a 
doped whisky and brought me down here in a car.” 

“Gawd love us!” he exclaimed. ‘‘ Why, it’s 
like one of them blinkin’ films. We’re in Essex, 
mister, abaht a couple o’ miles from Chelmsford. 
It’s an old farm this is—stands away by itself like ina 
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side road. There ain’t nothin’ else near—not till 
you get to the Red Lion. I was maikin’ for that 
when is 

“ We’ve no time to waste, Nobby,” I broke in. 
““ We're up against a tough crowd, and if any of them 
were to come back we should get it straight in the neck. 
At least I should, and I don’t suppose they’d be 
particularly pleasant to you.” 

“ Well, let’s ’op it, guv’nor,” he suggested. “‘ We 
can taike one or two o’ them bottles with us—— 
Strike me dead—wot’s that ? ” 

We both stood as though turned to stone, for a 
muffled bump and a faint crash had suddenly broken 
the silence of the house. 

My companion gripped me by the arm. “ It’s 
the bloke upstairs,’”’ he whispered. “ Fallen orf the 
sofa—that’s wot’s ’e’s done.” 

I motioned to him to be quiet, and for several 
seconds we stood there side by side, our ears strained, 
and the blood pumping through our hearts. 

““Supposin’ ’e comes dahn ’ere? ’’ muttered Nobby 
hoarsely. ‘‘ Wot the ’ell are we to do then? ” 

““T know what I shall do,” I said. ‘“‘ Smash him 
over the head with a bottle, and clear out quick.” 

“Yus, an’ wot abaht me? ”’ wastheanswer. ‘’Idin’ 
away in some rotten ditch, with every lousy copper 
in Essex ‘i 

“Don’t you worry,” I interrupted, ‘“‘ there isn’t 
going to be any trouble with the police, and whatever 
happens I won’t let you down. You’ve earned your 
hundred pounds already, Nobby; if you'll stand by 
me now, I’ll make it a hundred and fifty.” 
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He gaped at me speechlessly for a moment ; then, 
with a sudden wheezy chuckle, he released my arm. 

“Right y’are, guv’nor,” he observed. ‘‘ You go 
a-’ead an’ let’’im ’ave it. I ain’t the bloke to spoil a 
bit o’ sport.” 

As the words left his lips there was a tread of heavy 
footsteps in the passage above, followed almost 
immediately by another stumbling bump at the top 
of the staircase. My weakness and giddiness seemed 
to vanish automatically, and in a couple of swift 
strides I crossed the floor and picked up a bottle from 
the pile in the corner. 

“ That’s your place, Nobby,” I whispered, pointing 
to the mattress. “‘ Lie down there and pretend to be 
asleep.” 

With an understanding grin he at once obeyed my 
instructions, and, creeping forward to within a few 
inches of the door, I flattened myself silently against 
the wall 

The descending steps reached the bottom of the 
stairs—there was a scrape of hob-nailed boots on the 
stone floor outside, and I heard the lock click as 
someone made an abortive effort to turn the key. 

A muttered curse, and another fumbling attempt 
followed ; then with a violent jerk the door swung 
open, and a black figure lurched in over the threshold. 

Whang ! 

It was a gorgeous shot, full on the back of his head, 
and, half stupefied by my own success, I stood there 
clutching the neck of the broken bottle and staring 
down at the jumbled heap which sprawled grotesquely 
at my feet. 
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Suddenly I realised that Nobby was sitting up on 
the mattress, his bulging eyes also riveted upon the 
same object. 

“’Oly Joe,” he gasped hoarsely, “ you ain’t croaked 
im, ’ave you, mister? ” 

The question acted on me as a tonic, and picking up 
the candle I bent down and inspected my handiwork. 

“No,” I said, “he’s only stunned. Give me some 
of that rope and we'll tie him up and shove him on the 
mattress. It will be a pleasant surprise for the others 
when they come back.” 

We lashed his wrists and ankles together in exactly 
the same way in which I had been fastened myself, 
and then, dragging him unceremoniously along the 
floor, dumped him down in the desired position. He 
lay there breathing heavily, his mouth open and his 
hair dripping with brandy. 

“°E don’t look too gay,” remarked Nobby, a trifle 
anxiously. ‘‘ Seems to me that the sooner we’re aht 
o’ this the better. I ain’t no wish to be fahnd ’ere 
alongside of a blinkin’ corpse.” 

“ Let’s try him with a little water,’ I suggested. 
“Tt will clean him anyhow, if it doesn’t do anything 
else.” 

I stooped for the jug, which was just beside me, and 
stepping forward to the mattress poured its contents 
over the patient’s face and neck. The prescription 
appeared to work, for his eyes suddenly closed and 
opened again, and at the same time a half inaudible 
oath escaped his lips. 

I bent down towards him. 

“Oh, you’ve come round, have you!” T said. 
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“Well, in that case, you'll be able to give a message 
to my friend Mr. Olsen. Tell him I’m sorry I couldn’t 
wait, but I hope to see him again—very soon.” 

His dazed glance wandered from me to Nobby, and 
some vague glimmer of the truth evidently dawned 
upon his mind. 

“ You ain’t goin’ to leave me ’ere?” he muttered 
thickly. 

“Yes, we are,” I replied. “It will give you an 
opportunity to sleep off the drink, and you'll be nice 
and fresh by the time Olsen gets back.” 

A hideous look of terror flashed across his face, and, 
pinioned as he was, hemade a frantic effort tostruggle up. 

I pushed him back gently but firmly. 

“No, no,” he gasped, “‘ for Gawd’s sake don’t do 
that. ’E’ll kill me when he finds you’ve got away!” 

“TI expect he will,” I said cheerfully, “and I hope 
he’ll choose a particularly painful form of death.” 

As I spoke, Nobby, who had temporarily disappeared, 
came shuffling back from the farther end of the room, 
hastily stuffing a bottle of brandy into each of his 
gaping pockets. 

“Don’t waiste your time on ‘im, guv’nor,” he 
remarked, ‘‘ lock the swine in, an’ clear off while you 
got the chance.” 

He led the way to the door, and, recognising the 
soundness of his advice, I followed him out into the 
passage. We were pursued by a muffled torrent of 
prayers and blasphemy which accompanied us all 
the way up the rickety staircase, at the top of which 
we emerged into a long corridor, with several rooms 
opening off it on either side, 
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I felt sorely tempted to make a few investigations, 
but with so much at stake it would have been madness 
to run the risk. There was not much chance of my 
discovering anything really important, and the vital 
necessity of getting back to London as soon as possible 
overshadowed every other consideration. 

“ Better go aht the way I come in,” observed 
Nobby over his shoulder. “ There’s a big ’edge this 
side o’ the garden, an’ we can nip dahn quiet into the 
road withaht bein’ seen.” 

He turned into a room on the right, and, following 
his lead, I found myself in a large comfortably furnished 
apartment, which, from the mingled odour of whisky 
and shag, had evidently been the scene of Mr. Voles’s 
recent debauch. : 

Almost the first thing I noticed was my -own hat. 
It was lying on the floor in a corner, where someone 
had evidently kicked it out of the way, and, although 
it seemed to have suffered a little in the process, its 
unexpected recovery was distinctly welcome. To 
have appeared suddenly in this peaceful neighbour- 
hood as a bareheaded and dishevelled stranger, would, 
I felt, have been to attract a publicity which I was 
only too anxious to avoid. 

Stepping out through the open French window 
Nobby glanced cautiously about him. There was 
no one in sight, and, making for a small iron gate at 
the end of the gravel walk, we passed through into a 
narrow lane, separated from the garden by a thick 
screen of brambles, A few yards’ walk brought us 
to the road, which, as far as I could see, was entirely 
deserted. 
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Nobby pulled up behind the last clump of bushes, 
and, having expectorated vigorously, addressed him- 
self to me. 

“Nah, guv’nor,” he observed, “‘ wot abaht it ? ” 

“T don’t know what your plans are,” I said, “ but 
I’m tracking straight for Chelmsford. The first thing 
I’ve got to do is to get hold of a car.” 

“Chelmsford!” he repeated, ‘‘ that ain’t no good 
to me. There’s a barstard of a slop there that I ’ad 
trouble with last week, and if I ser much as show me 
nose in the plaice ” he broke off; ©“ ’sides,’” he 
added, ‘‘ I’ve promised to meet a maite o’ mine at the 
Red Lion, and as like as not ’e’s waitin’ there naow.”’ 

“Well, we shall have to part company for the 
present,” I said, “ but you must give me some address 
where I can find you. I can’t put a hundred and 
fifty pounds in an envelope and post it to Nobby, 
Essex.” 

“You ain’t sellin’ me a dawg abaht the money? ” 
he demanded. 

“Of course not,’’ I replied, “if you like to come 
back to town with me, I’ll hand it over at once.” 

“T’'ll trust yer, mister,” was his answer. ‘‘ You 
tell me where you ’angs aht, and you needn’t worry 
abaht postin’ it. I’m on the road for London, an’ 
if you ain’t too proud to ’ave a bloke like me knockin’ 
at yer front door ‘i 

“Don’t talk rot,’ I interrupted. ‘‘ Do you know 
Buckingham Court, Knightsbridge ? ”’ 

““ Wot—them swagger flats near the barricks ? ”’ 

“ That’s right,” I said. ‘Come to number seven 
and ask for me. If I’m out you'll find my man there 
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—a very nice chap called Cartledge. He’ll give you 
a drink and look after you till I get back.” 

“Streuth!’’ he ejaculated. ‘‘’Oo’d a thought 
you’d got a bloomin’ butler when they seed you 
lyin’ tied up there on the floor.” 

Ilaughed. ‘“ Never mind about the butler, Nobby,” 
I said, ‘‘ I shall be delighted to see you, and the money 
will be ready and waiting.”” I stepped out into the 
road. ‘‘ Now,” I added, “ which is the right way for 
Chelmsford ? ” 

“ Strite along,” he said, jerking his thumb to the 
left, ‘an’ when yer reaches the corner, turn sharp 
rahnd tothe right. I’d come a bit o’ the w’y with you, 
but it’s gettin’ near closin’ time.” 

He ottered me his hand which he had previously 
rubbed on the seat of his trousers, and, having ex- 
changed a farewell grip, we started off in opposite 
directions. 

Now that the first excitement of my escape was 
over, I was again becoming painfully conscious of the 
effects of Olsen’s hospitality. My wrists and ankles 
felt as if they were on fire, while my legs, which seemed 
to be made of lead, betrayed a curious reluctance to 
carry me along in anything approaching a straight 
course. A fixed determination to get to London at all 
costs, however, burned steadily in my heart, and, 
setting my teeth, I plodded forward at the best pace 
I could manage, until I at last emerged into what was 
evidently the main road. 

Here for the first time I perceived traces of civilisa- 
tion. Some thirty yards ahead of me stood a stationary 
Ford car, with a forlorn looking young man beside it, 
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gazing at the bonnet in a kind of resentful helplessness. 

He glanced up at the sound of my footsteps. 

“I say—excuse me,” he began, “ but do you happen 
to know anything about these beastly things? ” 

“ Just a little,” Ireplied, coming toa halt. ‘‘ What’s 
the matter? Have you had an accident?” 

“No,” he said, “we were bowling along fine a 
minute ago, then she began coughing and jibbing, 
and suddenly we came to a stop.” 

“Sounds to me like a choked jet,” I said. ‘‘ Have 
you had a look at the carburetter ? ” 

He shook his head. “I’m an absolute mug at this 
game,” he admitted frankly. ‘‘ You see, the fact is 
I wanted to get to town in a hurry, so I borrowed her 
from a pal. I can drive all right, but I haven’t a 
notion about anything to do with her inside.” 

At the mention of the word ‘“ town,” I pricked up 
my ears. 

““ Well, Jet me see what I can do,” I said, and raising 
the bonnet I soon discovered that the cause of the 
trouble was exactly what I had suggested. 

My new acquaintance’s gratitude when I re-started 
the engine was positively profuse. 

“ By Jove, that’s devilish clever of you,” he ex- 
claimed. “I really am frightfully obliged.” He 
paused, and then added a little awkwardly, “‘ If there’s 
anything I could do in return, you know, give you a 
lift or es 

I jumped at the opening with an almost indecent 
eagerness. “‘ Well, as it happens,” I said, “ I’m also 
in a particular hurry to get to London. I was walking 
into Chelmsford to see if I could hire a car.” 
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“ You needn’t walk any further then,” he replied. 
‘Hop in and I’ll tootle you up with the greatest of 
pleasure.” 

Considering my somewhat unkempt appearance, 
the offer struck me as being a thoroughly sporting one, 
and accepting it with the utmost thankfulness I took 
my place alongside the driving wheel. 

““T’m not too sure of the road,” he announced, as 
he thrust in his clutch, “‘ but after all we’re bound to 
hit some part of London. Where do you want to 
go to?” 

“ King’s Bench Walk is where I’m making for,” I 
said. ‘‘ Any old place will do, however, so long as 
I can pick up a taxi.” 

“T can drop you at the Temple,” was his answer. 
“T’m going to the R.A.C., so it will be all on the way.” 

I couldn’t help feeling that my companion must 
be wondering who I was and where I had sprung from, 
but if such were the case, he certainly managed to 
keep his curiosity under admirable control. He 
neither volunteered his own name, nor made any 
attempt to enquire mine, and since I had no wish to 
enter upon a complicated course of lying, I was only 
too pleased to copy his example. 

We talked indeed very little, for, in spite of the 
testimonial which he had given himself as a driver, I 
soon discovered that the art was one on which it was 
necessary for him to concentrate his undivided atten- 
tion. On several occasions, especially after we reached 
Brentwood, and the traffic became thicker, we only 
avoided disaster by such a minute margin that I began 
to wonder whether it wouldn’t be wiser to get out 
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while I was still intact. Not wishing to hurt his 
feelings, however, I continued to stick to the ship, 
and eventually, by what must have been the direct 
intervention of Providence, we steered our way tri- 
umphantly down Ludgate Hill and came to a welcome 
halt outside the entrance to Middle Temple Lane. 

“T really don’t know how tothank you,” Isaid, when 
I was safe on the pavement. ‘ You’ve no idea what 
a good turn you did me when you offered me this 
lift. I shall always think of you as ‘the god in the 
ratse 

For a moment he seemed too surprised to frame any 
suitable answer, and, nodding a grateful farewell, I 
dived in through the gateway. 

Jack’s clerk, who opened the door of his chambers, 
stared at me as though I were a ghost. 

“Yes, he’s here,” he said, in reply to my enquiry, 
“and very anxious to see you. In fact we have just 
been ringing up your flat to find out whether you 
had returned.” 

He conducted me along the corridor in a state of 
considerable excitement, and, after a hasty knock, 
ushered me into Jack’s room. 

That distinguished barrister, who was seated at his 
desk, jumped abruptly to his feet. 

“Good Lord, Dick!” he cried, ‘“ why, it’s you 
yourself ! ”’ 

“ What’s left of me,’”’ I assented, and, limping for- 
ward towards the nearest armchair, I sank down 
thankfully amongst its padded cushions. 


CHAPTER XIII 


JACK was beside me in a moment. 

“My dear chap,” he began, “‘ where the devil have 
you been? McAlister and [——” 

“Tell me one thing first,” I interrupted. “Is 
Faith safe?” 

“* As far as I know she’s perfectly safe,” he replied. 
* She was seen home last night, and | sent her a wire 
this morning begging her not to leave the house under 
any considerations whatever.” 

I gave a sigh of relief. ‘‘ I suppose you haven’t got 
such a thing as a drink anda biscuit?’ I said. ‘“‘ The 
last time I tasted food was at the Paddington Hotel 
yesterday afternoon.” 

Without wasting time on any superfluous comments 
Jack strode across to a neighbouring cupboard. Tak- 
ing out a bottle of whisky and a siphon he mixed me 
a stiff peg, and then, producing a tin of Bath Olivers, 
came back to where I was sitting. 

“Here you are, old man,” he said dumping them 
down on the table, “ get your teeth into these, and 
for the love of Mike let’s hear what you’ve been up to.” 

I accepted both invitations simultaneously, and, 
munching away ravenously while I talked, I proceeded 
to give him a brief but vivid description of how I had 
been drugged and kidnapped. 
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“T don’t know what you think,” I ended, “ but 
I'll stake my life now that everything which Faith 
told me is absolutely true. Her father was as 
innocent as I am, but, unless Olsen and Muller are 
both mad, this discovery of his must be a perfectly 
genuine one.” 

Jack, who had listened to me in profound silence, 
nodded his head. 

“T haven’t a doubt of it myself,” he remarked, 
“neither has McAlister. According to him you’ve 
blundered into a sensation that’s going to stagger the 
country.” 

“What do you mean?” I demanded. ‘ Has he 
found out anything fresh?” 

“Well, we haven’t been exactly idle,” said Jack 
drily. “ Of course your sudden vanishing act rather 
hung things up, but all the same we’ve managed to 
collect one or two scraps of information which ought 
to give Scotland Yard a pretty nasty jolt. In the 
first place I believe we’ve identified Olsen.” 

I sat up abruptly in my chair. 

“If McAlister’s right, his real name is Jenson. He 
was born in Denmark, and at one time he used to work 
as an engraver at Copenhagen. He disappeared from 
there about five years ago, and ever since then the 
Danish police have been wanting him badly over a little 
matter of forging bank-notes and half murdering one 
of their best officers. Fits in fairly well with what 
we know about him, doesn’t it? Mac has cabled for 
further information, but he’s dead sure in his own 
mind that it’s the same man.” 

“T’ll bet a thousand to one on it,” I exclaimed. 
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“If he’s an engraver, that would account for his 
having made friends with Faith’s father.” 

Jack nodded his agreement. ‘“ At the same time,” 
he continued, ‘‘ we’ve had one of our best men on the 
track of your friend Muller. He fired in his first report 
about half an hour ago.” 

“What did he say? ”’ I demanded. 

Jack walked to his desk, and came back with some 
closely-scribbled sheets of paper in his hand. 

‘“‘ Here we are,” he said, “and a very interesting 
document it is. To start with, Muller isn’t a Dutch- 
man at all—he’s a Hun and a Prussian at that. He 
certainly owns a paper factory in Amsterdam, which 
apparently brings him in plenty of money, and there’s 
no doubt that he’s well in with some of the principal 
people in the city. He spends a lot of his time over 
here, but all the same I gather that outside business 
his reputation isn’t a particularly savoury one. He 
lives at an hotel when he’s in town, and he’s got a 
house in the country where he generally goes for the 
week-end. Of course there hasn’t been time yet to 
follow up the thing properly, but according to local 
gossip some of the friends he entertains there seem to 
be a particularly shady lot.” 

“A house in the country!” I repeated. ‘‘ Where- 
abouts is it?” 

Jack glanced at the paper. “It’s an old place 
called The Beeches, just outside Amersham, before 
you come into the town.”’ 

I brought my fist down with a bang on the table. 
“That’s what Olsen meant,” Isaid. ‘‘ That’s where he’s 
going to take Faith if he ever gets her into his hands.” 
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“T shouldn’t wonder,” said Jack calmly. ‘ Mc- 
Alister had a notion that you might be there yourself. 
If we hadn’t heard anything of you by to-night we 
intended to pay Mr. Muller a visit.” 

““ Where is McAlister now? ” I asked. 

“He’s gone off to Warley to see if he can pick up 
any news of you. I’m expecting him back any 
minute.” 

I hoisted myself stiffly out of my chair. ‘ Before 
we do anything else,” I said, ‘I’m going down to 
Chelsea to make certain that Faith’s all right.”’ 

“Why not send Richards?” interrupted Jack. 
“Then you can stop here and rest.” 

I shook my head. “I’d rather go myself,” I 
answered. ‘“‘I don’t feel like sitting still and doing 
nothing, and besides that I haven’t seen her for two 
days.” 

Jack smiled. ‘‘ Well, I suppose you can be trusted 
not to get into any further mischief. If you’ll promise 
to drive straight there and bring her along with 
you . 

“ Of course,” I broke in impatiently, “ you don’t 
suppose I shall invite her to play golf or take her to 
see Westminster Abbey? ” 

““T wouldn’t put anything beyond you,” retorted 
Jack. {‘ By the way, how are you off for money? ” 

“Thanks for reminding me,” I said gratefully. 
“Tf you’ve got a little spare cash on you I’! borrow 
it with the greatest pleasure.” 

“T can let you have ten pounds,” he replied, and 
producing his pocket-book counted out the notes. 
“T’d come with you,” he added, “only I expect I 
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should be in the way, and in any case I’ve got to wait 
here for McAlister. He’s sure to be back soon, so 
unless you mean to miss the fun you’d better get a 
move on. As soon as he knows what’s happened, 
things will begin to hum.” 

With this encouraging prediction to spur me on my 
way, I stuffed the money into my pocket, and sallied 
out into Temple Gardens. Walking through on to 
the Embankment I picked up a smart looking taxi, 
and, having explained to the driver that I was in a 
particular hurry to get to Chelsea, exhorted him to 
do his utmost. 

As chance would have it I had made a lucky choice. 
Choosing his opportunities brilliantly, my obliging 
pilot dodged in and out of the traffic with such admir- 
able skill that in just over ten minutes we rounded the 
corner of Lennard Street and came to a halt in front 
of Faith’s lodgings. 

“IT shan’t be a moment,” I said, and hurrying up 
the steps I gave a sharp pull at the dilapidated bell 
handle, which resulted in a violent and prolonged 
response somewhere down in the basement. 

Before it had finally subsided the door was opened 
by a stout middle-aged woman who eyed me with an 
air of considerable disfavour. 

“Sorry I made such a noise,” I said. ‘‘ I wanted 
to see Miss Melville.” 

“Well, you can’t,” was the answer. ‘‘ She ain’t 
ine 
“Not in!” Irepeated. “‘ When did she go out?” 
The landlady looked me all over as though weighing 
up my appearance. 
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“T don’t see that that’s any business of yours, 
young man,” she remarked. 

“Tm not asking out of curiosity,” I said curtly. 
“T have a message for her from my uncle, Sir Joseph 
Brooke. It’s very important that I should find her 
at once.” 

As I expected, the mention of my uncle’s name 
produced an abrupt change. 

““Won’t you step inside for a moment, sir?” she 
enquired, and moving away from the door she ushered 
me into a narrow passage, the walls of which were 
furnished with coloured portraits of various members 
of the Royal Family. 

“You'll pardon me for any mistake, sir,” she began, 
“‘ but not having seen you before 5 

“Oh, that’s all right,” I interrupted. ‘“‘ What 
time did Miss Melville leave the house ? ” 

“Tt must have been about half-past ten,’ she 
replied, ‘‘ just as I was washing up the breakfast things. 
A boy brought a letter for *er—one of them special 
messengers—and she went out almost directly after.” 

I felt a queer chill at my heart. ‘Do you know 
where she went to?”’ I demanded. ‘“ Did she leave 
any message ? ”’ 

The woman shook her head. 

‘“No message, sir, and seeing as there’s a telegram 
come for her since, I’ve been a bit worried meself.”’ 

She pointed to the little buff envelope which was 
stuck up in a rack on the wall. 

If anything could have made me more apprehensive 
than I already was, the sight of Jack’s unopened wire 
would certainly have produced that result. It seemed 
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. to whisper to me with a hideous certainty that the 
worst had happened, that by some trick Olsen had 
succeeded in carrying out his purpose, and that the 
girl I loved was at the mercy of those to whom the 
very meaning of the word was unknown. 

“It’s extremely unfortunate,” I said, trying to 
speak as steadily as possible. “‘I have a very urgent 
message for her, but I don’t see how I can find out 
where she is unless by any chance she left that letter 
in her room. I wonder if you would be kind enough 
to have a look? If she knew the circumstances I 
am sure that she wouldn’t object.” 

“She might or she might not,” said the landlady 
doubtfully. “It don’t make no difference, anyhow. 
Miss Melville always locks her door when she goes 
out, and takes the key with her.” 

Had it rested with me I would have broken into 
the room without the faintest hesitation, but, since 
this was a course to which I could hardly expect the 
good lady to consent, I felt that I should sane be 
wasting time by suggesting it. 

“Then I must do the best I can,” I said, faeouet 
towards the door, and with my mind already made 
up I walked quickly down the steps, and approached 
the driver who was sitting placidly at his wheel. 

“Look here,” I said, “have you ever heard of a 
place called Amersham ? ” 

He nodded. 

“ Are you game to take me there now? ” I enquired. 
“ T shall be coming back, of course.” 

“Take you to Timbuctoo if you like, sir,’”’ he replied 
cheerfully. 
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“T want to ring somebody up first,” I said. ‘‘ Do 
you know if there’s a box anywhere near here? ” 

“ There’s one at the chemist’s just round the corner,” 
he answered. ‘“‘ You can telephone while I’m gettin’ 
in some more petrol.” 

“That will do all right,” I said. ‘‘ Drop me there 
and come back as soon as you're ready.” 

I climbed inside, and starting off again we swung 
round the corner into the King’s Road, and pulled 
up outside the shop in question. 

A minute later I was closeted in a private compart- 
ment waiting impatiently while Jack’s clerk summoned 
him to the phone. 

“Hullo!” came a voice. “That you, Dick? 
Anything the matter? ” 

“Yes,” I said, ‘‘there’s a good deal the matter, 
That devil Olsen has got hold of Faith.” 

I heard a sharp exclamation at the other end of the 
wire. ¢ 

“A special messenger brought her a letter at half- 
past ten,” I continued, “and she went out just before 
your telegram arrived. She left no address and the 
landlady has heard nothing of her since.” 

There was a pause. 

“It sounds bad,” said Jack slowly, ‘‘ but after all 
there may be some mistake. You’d better come back 
here at once and wait for McAlister.” 

“I’ve made my plans,” I said. “I’ve got a taxi 
outside, and I’m going down to Amersham straight 
away.” 

“But what’s the sense in that? Even if she is | 
there you’ll be no good by yourself.” 
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“T’m going, anyhow,” I retorted. “I feel certain 
I’m right, and you don’t suppose I’ll leave her alone 
with those swine for a minute longer y 

“Very well,” broke in Jack quietly; “only for 
heaven’s sake keep your head. Before you start 
smashing in the front door remember that in a very 
little while you'll have all the help you want. I'll 
send for my car now, and we shall be ready to start 
the moment McAlister arrives. With any luck we 
ought to be down there almost as soon as you are.” 

“ Thanks, Jack,” I said gratefully. “It’s Faith 
I’m thinking of—that’s all. I might be of some use 
to her, but I know the people I’m up against and I 
give you my word of honour I won’t do anything 
foolish.” 

‘“ That’s good enough,” was the answer, and, jam- 
ming back the receiver, I hurried out again on to the 
pavement, where I discovered my taxi drawn up in 
front of a garage on the opposite side of the street. 

As I crossed the road the driver emerged from the 
doorway. 

“We're all right now, sir,” he announced. “ I’ve 
got in a couple of extra tins and she can do thirty to 
the gallon easy.” 

“‘ Are you sure of the way? ” I asked. 

“« Just been lookin’ it up,” he answered. ‘‘ What do 
youwant metodo? Take you right into the town?” 

“No,” Isaid. ‘“ There’s a house calied Tne Beeches 
—an old house on the main road about a mile before 
you get there. I don’t want to drive up to the door, 
however ; find out where it is and let me know as 
soon as We're anywhere near.” 
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He looked at me with a suddenly awakened interest. 
“You'll pardon my askin’, sir, but this don’t happen 
to be a police job? Not as it matters to me one way 
or another.” 

“It’s a little private business of my own,” I said. 
“You do exactly what I tell you, and we shan’t 
quarrel about the fare.” 

“ That’s the stuff, guv’nor,” he replied contentedly, 
and, opening the door for me without further discussion, 
he started up his engine and mounted the box. 

I think it was Dr. Johnson who described riding in 
a post-chaise as the height of human felicity. Whether 
he would have held the same opinion with regard to 
a taxi it is difficult to guess, but if so, I can only say 
that my state of mind as we made our way along the 
interminable Uxbridge Road scarcely tended to 
confirm his theory. 

Had the danger which threatened Faith been con- 
fined solely to Olsen, things would have been bad 
enough. The odds were that he had already learned 
of my escape, and I knew enough of the man to be 
convinced that if driven to desperation he would be 
quite capable of treating a girl just as ruthlessly as he 
had dealt with me. 

Brute as he was, however, it was the thought of 
Rachel which filled me with the greatest dread. There 
is a grim truth in the saying, ‘“‘ Hell holds no fury like 
a woman scorned,” and could it be doubted that, 
given the opportunity, her passionate hatred would 
vent itself in some terrible way upon the girl who had 
crossed her path ? 

The longer I brooded over this possibility the fiercer 


230 THE GIRL IN BLACK 


became my impatience to get to the end of the journey. 
There was nothing to be done, for, despite the sun 
which was shining full in his face, the driver was already 
jolting along at what must have been pretty nearly 
his top speed, and I had no wish to risk a smash-up 
by inciting him to further efforts. 

For mile after mile I sat there staring ahead at the 
stretches of white road as they snaked into view in 
front of us, while all the time the fears that were 
gnawing at my heart seemed to become more active 
and more menacing. 

At last, just as the strain was growing almost 
intolerable, I caught sight of the name that I was 
looking for on a sign-post, and a few yards farther on 
we slowed up alongside an ancient rustic who was 
plodding along the highway in the same direction 
as ourselves. 

““ Know a house called The Beeches, dad?” enquired 
the driver. 

“The Beeches,” repeated the old man slowly. 
“ Aye—I knows um—knows um well.” 

He nodded his head with a contented expression, 
as though pleased at having emerged successfully from 
this unexpected intellectual test. 

“Ts it far from here ?’”’ I demanded. 

Heturned to me. “ Depends on what you calls far, 
mister. Maybe a matter of a mile—maybea bit more.” 

“What’s it like?” I enquired. ‘‘ How can we 
recognise it when we get there? ” 

He paused for a moment to ruminate. “ You'll 
reckernise it by the lions,” he said. ‘‘ There’s two 
of ’em—one each side of the door.” 
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“Lions!” echoed the driver facetiously, “‘ what— 
live ’uns?” 

“No, stone ’uns,” was the answer. ‘“‘ Been there 
“undreds of years, them lions ’ave. Keep straight 
on as you're goin’, mister, and you'll see ’em on your 
right ’and side a little way past The Wheatsheaf.” 

I presented him with a shilling, which he accepted 
with dignity, and, continuing our journey, we ran 
down along hill between two thickly wooded plantations 
which, to judge by the number of pheasants that were 
strutting about in the undergrowth, were evidently 
the preserve of some local sportsman. 

The trees came suddenly to an end, and, as we shot 
out again into the sunlight, I caught sight of a small 
roadside inn a short distance ahead of us. 

‘That must be The Wheatsheaf,” I said, leaning 
forward. “ You’d better pull up and wait there 
while I have a look round.” 

I selected five of Jack’s notes from the bundle, and, 
as soon as he had come to a halt, I stepped out, holding 
them in my hand. 

“‘Here’s something on account,” I said, ‘‘ just in 
case of accidents. I shall probably be back quite 
soon, but if I haven’t turned up in an hour’s time, I 
want you to drive on into Amersham and send a 
telephone message. Can I depend on you to do that 
for me?” 

“ Anything you like, guv’nor,” he replied, pocket- 
ing the money. “I’m what you might call yours 
obediently for the rest of the blooming day.” 

“The number is City 3037,” Isaid. ‘Ring them 
up and tell whoever answers the phone that I left 
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you as soon as we got here and went on to The Beeches. 
After that, unless they give you any further instructions, 
you can push off home.” 

He produced an envelope from his pocket and jotted 
down the number. 

“ That'll be all right, sir,” he replied. “‘ You leave 
it to me and I'll get through to ’em somehow.” 

“And to-morrow,’ I added, “or any time it’s 
convenient, come round to Buckingham Court, 
Knightsbridge, and ask for Mr. Brooke. If you’ve 
done what I want there’ll be another fiver for you.” 

“Thank you, sir,” he replied, touching his cap. 
“If there was more gents like you about, taxi drivin’ 
would be a parstime.” 

Leaving him to amuse himself as best he could, I 
walked on up the road. About a couple of hundred 
yards from the inn the ground rose again ina sharp 
slope, and, on reaching the summit, I found myself 
shut in on the right by a high garden wall. There was 
no other house in sight, and, feeling convinced that 
this must be the place I was looking for, I continued 
to advance cautiously until I came to a pair of iron 
gates, on either side of which stood a stone column, 
with a dilapidated looking lion crouching dismally on 
each. Inside was a shrubbery, through which a short 
drive led up to the front door. 

It would have been a simple matter to climb over 
the gates, but since they were in full view of the house, 
and my immediate object was to get into the grounds 
without being seen, this primitive method of entrance 
was obviously out of the question. So, moving quietly 
on, I followed the course of the wall until I arrived at 
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the entrance to a narrow lane, where the territorial 
rights of Mr. Muller apparently came to an abrupt end. 

Half way down this lane, and quite close to the 
side wall, were one or two straggling beeches, from 
which the property had presumably taken its name. 
Some of the top boughs actually overhung the coping 
stone, and it struck me at once that, unless my hand 
had lost its cunning, here was the very opening of 
which I was in search. 

As a small boy, climbing trees had been my particular 
hobby. It is true I was a bit out of practice and by 
no means in the best condition, but, as soon as I had 
reached the spot and made a brief examination of 
the nearest trunk, I quickly decided that the feat 
was within my power. 

Five minutes later, scratched, perspiring, and minus 
my hat, I was seated astride a stout branch some 
fifteen feet from the ground, peering down into a 
rambling and old-fashioned garden, where the sun 
played gaily amongst a riot of flowers. 

From where I was perched I commanded a strategic 
view of the whole position. There were several 
windows facing me, but it was evident that the 
principal living rooms on the ground floor opened out 
on to a lawn at the back. Round two sides of the 
house ran a broad border, full of perennials and flower- 
ing shrubs, and I realised that if I could once get in 
amongst these I should be able to move along in either 
direction without much fear of discovery. 

The danger, of course, lay in the fact that, in order 
to reach this friendly shelter, it was necessary to cross 
about twenty yards of open ground. Something 
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had to be risked, however, and, since no better plan 
presented itself, I decided that it would be as well to 
set about the job while the coast was still apparently 
clear. 

Worming my way forward, I managed to seat my- 
self on top of the wall, and then, turning round and 
clutching hold of the coping stone with both hands, 
slithered down carefully as far as I could go. The 
additional drop was only a matter of about ‘wo feet, 
and the ground below being clear of bushes, | landed 
silently on the bare earth. Without pausing [ made 
straight for the flower bed, and in almost less time 
than it takes to write the words, I had forced a passage 
through its tangled foliage, and was crouching breath- 
lessly against the wall of the house. 

For at least a couple of minutes I remained there 
absolutely motionless. At first I could hardly believe 
that my spectacular intrusion had really passed un- 
noticed ; then as the seconds slipped by and a mellow 
peace continued to hover over the garden, a fresh 
wave of confidence gradually took possession of me. 

Making a rapid survey of my surroundings, I saw 
that there was just room to crawl along between the 
bushes and the brickwork. The back of the house 
‘was obviously the place to make for, so without further 
delay I dropped down on my hands and knees, and 
with the wariness of a cat began to creep stealthily 
forward. 

I had got to within a few feet of the corner when a 
low but unmistakable murmur of voices suddenly 
reached my ears. I pulled up instantly, and, kneeling 
there in the gloom, tried with desperate eagerness to 
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make out where the sound was coming from. Judging 
from its indistinctness I concluded that whoever was 
speaking was probably sitting in one of the ground 
floor rooms, the window of which was partly open. 
If that were so, fortune was apparently playing straight 
into my hands. Once again, as in the cellar, all my 
weakness and fatigue seemed to leave me, and, crawling 
on until I was clear of the wall, I raised my head 
inch by inch and peered cautiously over the top of the 
bushes. 

Some fifteen feet ahead of me the bed came to an 
end, leaving a clear space of crazy paved stone, in the 
centre of which were two long casement windows. 
The nearer of them was pushed back to its full extent, 
and from where I now stood the rumble of voices was 
so plain that I could distinctly recognise Muller’s 
guttural accent. 

My fingers itched to catch him by the throat and 
shake the truth out of his fat carcase, but remembering 
my promise to Jack I managed to keep this primitive 
longing well under control. [f I were going to be of 
any use it was strategy rather than brute force on 
which I had to depend, especially as I was at present 
in complete ignorance ot the number of people with 
whom I had to deal. By making my way along to 
the end of the bed I should certainly be able to overhear 
the conversation. That ought to give me some idea 
as to how the land lay, and I should then be in a much 
more favourable position for settling upon my course 
of action. 

It was a ticklish affair that last bit of the journey, 
for now that I was within earshot of the enemy, even 
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the mere breaking of a twig might have been sufficient 
to betray my presence. I had had some practice at 
the game, however, in the course of my South American 
experiences, and after several minutes’ painstaking 
work I eventually arrived at the desired spot, where 
nothing but a matted screen of ivy separated me from 
the open window. 

I was searching around for a peep hole, and had just 
discovered a likely place, when I suddenly heard 
Faith’s voice, clear and distinct as though she were 
standing beside me. 

“It’s not the slightest use threatening me. I 
wouldn’t tell you even to save my life.” 

For a second my heart seemed to stop beating ; 
then, with infinite care, I slowly parted the leaves, and 
the next moment I was staring straight into.the room. 

Except for the deadly reality of it all, I might have 
been looking at a scene in a play. 

Pale and dishevelled, her hands lashed behind her 
back and her grey eyes alight with defiance, Faith 
stood erect against the opposite wall, face to face with 
the scowling figure of the huge German. Olsen was 
seated on the edge of the table a few paces away. 
He was swinging his foot to and fro, and, between 
the puffs of a half-smoked cigar, was watching Faith 
with cold, dispassionate interest. Leaning over the 
back of the sofa, her chin resting on her hand, Rachel 
gazed malevolently in the same direction. 

It was Olsen who was the first to answer. 

“A most courageous sentiment, my dear young 
lady,” he observed smoothly, “ but, if you'll excuse 
my saying so, hardly to the point. It’s not your life 
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that’s in danger; it’s the life of your inquisitive 
admirer Mr. Lindsay Brooke.” 

Faith met his glance quietly and steadily. 

“ Mr. Brooke may be in your power for the moment,” 
she said. ‘“‘I have only your word for it, however, 
and I know that you are a liar as well as a thief and a 
murderer.” 

With a menacing growl Muller took a step towards 
her, but before I had time even to stir Olsen had 
motioned him back. 

“T think you would be wise to accept my state- 
ment,” he said. ‘‘ Our young friend has already been 
without food or water for over twenty-four hours. 
I should imagine that by this time he must be in a 
condition of considerable discomfort.’”’ He paused, 
and taking a fresh pull at his cigar, slipped lightly to 
his feet. “‘I can assure you, however, that, unless 
you come te a more reasonable frame of mind during 
the next few minutes, discomfort will be a very 
inadequate way of describing his sensations.” 

Softly as they were uttered, there was a venomous 
ring about those last few words which might have 
chilled the courage of the bravest. I saw Faith’s 
lips quiver, but for the moment she made no answer. 

“‘T have arranged with a friend of mine,” he con- 
tinued, ‘‘a very particular friend, on whom I can 
thoroughly rely, to pay Mr. Brooke a visit this after- 
noon. He is probably at the house now, and in that 
case I have only to ring him up and any instructions 
I choose to give will be immediately carried out. I 
am afraid they may cause you a certain amount of 
distress, but——”’ 
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Tring—tring—tring. 

The sharp insistent call of a telephone bell brought 
him to a sudden check, and with a slight shrug ot his 
shoulders he turned in the direction of the sound. 

“Quite an amusing coincidence!” he observed. 
“ Unless Iam mistaken this must be the very gentleman 
we were talking about.” 

He walked across to the instrument, which stood 
on a small table against the back wall. 

“ Hullo—is that you, Stanley? Yes, Olsen speak- 
ing. We were just——” 

He broke off abruptly, and I saw his whole body 
grow stiff and tense, as he crouched forward with the 
receiver at his ear. 

“Gone! Escaped! But it’s impossible. How 
in the name of Satan 2 ’ 

A startled oath burst from Muller’s lips, and with 
an involuntary cry Rachel rose up hastily from her 
sofa. Faith stood where she was—her eyes shining 
and her whole appearance suddenly transfigured. 

There was a minute or so of breathless silence ; 
then Olsen was speaking again, his voice cool and 
suave as ever, 

“Don’t lose your head,” he said. “It’s not as 
serious as it seems. Even if he does go to the police, 
what can they do except search the house?” He 
paused. “ Yes, exactly so, but I don’t propose to 
give them the chance. You'll find plenty of petrol 
in the garage, and it won’t take you long to set fire 
to one of the lower rooms. Make sure that it’s well 
alight ; then put that drunken lout in the car, and 
drive straight over to Brightlingsea. Go on board at 
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once, and wait there for us. We shall be perfectly 
safe here.” There was another pause. ‘No,’ he 
added quietly, “not yet: but if she’s got a tongue 
in her mouth we shall know in a few minutes You 
needn’t have any fears on that point It will bein our 
hands by to-night or to-morrow morning at the latest.” 

He put back the receiver, and, without any trace 
of hurry or excitement, turned round to face the 
waiting group. 

“Are you mad, Olsen? ”’ exclaimed Muller thickly. 
“ If this young devil has really escaped——”’ 

“There’s no ‘if’ about it,” came the drawling 
answer. ‘“‘ Voles apparently got drunk, and some 
infernal tramp walked into the house and found Brooke 
tied up in the cellar.” 

“But, Gott in Himmel, think what it means! 
Why. - 

“ Think!” echoed Olsen contemptuously, “ what 
do you imagine I have been doing for the last few 
minutes? ”’ He came slowly forward, silencing and 
dominating the other by the sheer force of his 
personality. “You are alarming yourself quite 
unnecessarily, my good friend. There is nothing to 
connect you with this affair, nothing whatever. If 
you will keep quiet and leave the arrangements to 
me, we shall get along very much more quickly and 
successfully.” 

He turned to Faith, and for one tense silent moment 
the two of them stood face to face. 

‘‘T have no more time to waste on you,” he said. 
“You will either tell me where the cipher is, or 1 will 
cut the truth out of you with that whip.” 
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He nodded towards an oak chest in the corner, on 
which lay a heavy dog-whip with a long braided lash. 

Through the red mist that swam before my eyes I 
saw Faith look back at him unflinchingly. 

‘“‘T have already given you my answer,” she said. 
‘‘ Whatever you do to me you will pay for to the last 
farthing.” 

He held out his hand, and with a horrible gloating 
smile Rachel picked up the whip and brought it across 
to where he was standing. 

“ Now shut the door,’’ he said sharply. 

One violent wrench in either direction, a stumbling 
dive through thetornivy, and, with my fists clenched and 
murder in my heart, hurled myself through the opening. 

A hoarse shout burst from Muller’s lips, as, grabbing 
at the nearest chair, he swung round to meet me. 

Then I let him have it, straight from the shoulder, 
and I felt the blood spurt beneath my knuckles as he 
reeled backwards against the wall. 

Without pausing, and half blinded by rage, I leaped 
at Olsen. I was met by a whistling cut from the 
whip, but I snatched at the lash as it curled round my 
arm, and with a furious jerk tore it from hishand. At 
the same instant the door burst open and a third man 
sprang into the room. 

If you can imagine a mixture between a bad dream 
and a dog fight, you ought to get some idea of the 
next few minutes. I can just remember slamming out 
right and left as the three of them charged in simul- . 
taneously ; then a savage kick lifted me clean off my 
legs, and we were all down on the floor together in a 
writhing and jumbled heap. 


THE GIRL IN BLACK 241 


But for the fact that they more or less got in each 
other’s way, my share in the entertainment should 
have finished there and then. Blows were raining 
down on me from every direction, but in a frenzy of 
madness I fought back with fists and teeth and feet, 
until, with staggering abruptness, the end came. 

A rush of trampling footsteps—the scream of a 
woman’s voice, and almost before I knew what had 
happened, the crushing weight of my assailants was 
suddenly torn aside. 

I lay there for a moment, dazed and helpless, listen- 
ing blindly to the human earthquake which seemed 
to be raging around me. Then something urged me to 
try and get up, and with the blood streaming down 
my face I scrambled dizzily to my knees. 

“ Keep still, you swine, or I’ll smash your face in!” 

I had a blurred vision of Jack bending over the huge 
prostrate body of Muller, while in another corner of 
the roomi two stalwart figures heaved and wrestled 
above a struggling mass of arms and legs. 

Olsen lay in a limp heap across the sofa, his wide- 
open eyes staring up at the ceiling. 

There was a clink of handcuffs, and, jumping briskly 
up, one of the two strangers strode over to Jack’s 
assistance. 

“T’ll see to him now, Mr. Knight,” he said quickly. 
“You go and have a look at your friends.” 

A wave of giddiness swept over me, and in a desperate 
attempt to keep my balance I clutched feebly at the 
wall. As though in a dream I watched Jack cutting 
through the cord which fastened Faith’s wrists, and 
then, somehow or other, they were both beside me, 
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and a pair of strong arms were lifting me gently to my 
feet. 

“Dick—my dearest—my darling—are you much 
hurt? Speak to me for God’s sake.” 

I stood swaying stupidly—my eyes riveted on 
Olsen. 

He was sprawled flat on his back, his right arm 
doubled under him and his coat hanging open. 

With a half-conscious cry I broke from Jack’s 
support, and, lurching forward like a drunken man, 
dropped down on one knee beside the sofa. 

In feverish haste I began to grope at the exposed 
lining. Something crackled and bent beneath my 
fingers, and, putting all my failing strength into a last 
effort, I clutched hold of the thin fabric and ripped it 
savagely away. 

A long package, wrapped in oilskin, tumbled down 
on to the floor. 

I stooped to pick it up, but as I did so the room 
suddenly began to rock, and the next moment I toppled 
over sideways into Faith’s arms. 

“The paper!” I gasped, “ the paper he stole. It’s 
there, Faith—it’s Z 
“Dick,” she whispered, ‘‘ Dick—as if I cared.” 

I was just conscious of her soft cheek resting 
against mine; and then for the first time in my life I 
ingloriously fainted. 


CHAPTER XIV 


“ Easy, Cartledge, easy,” I murmured. “ For the next 
day or two I shall have to sit down very carefully.” 

With the most earnest solicitude he lowered me on 
to the sofa, where Faith had already arranged the 
cushions so that they would fit comfortably into the 
small of my back. 

“Is there anything I can bring you, sir?” he 
enquired. “‘ Anything you would like now you're up? ” 

I gave a fleeting look in the direction of the tantalus, 
and then glanced wistfully at Faith. 

“Well, jt’s against the doctor’s orders,’ 
smiling, ‘‘but perhaps, after getting dressed 
She paused. “Only a very tiny one, Cartledge,”’ 
she added. 

It struck me that there was an unnecessary scrupu- 
lousness about the way in which he carried out her 
instructions, but, on the principle of being thankful 
for small mercies, I accepted the result without 
comment. 

I was just lifting the glass to my lips when a ring 
came at the front door bell. 

“That must be Mr. Knight,” I said. ‘ Bring him 
in, Cartledge, and then fetch along another glass.” 

Faith sat down beside me and laid her hand on 
my arin. 


’ 


she said, 
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“You must promise not to get excited or talk too 
much,” she said. ‘If you do, I shall have to send 
him away.” 

“One can’t talk too much to Jack,” I objected. 
“One doesn’t get the chance.” 

As I uttered this libel the door opened, and its 
distinguished object advanced briskly into the 
room. 

“Well, ’'m hanged!” he exclaimed. ‘I expected 
to find you in bed, and here you are sitting up and 
taking nourishment.” 

“It’s not my fault,” said Faith. “ He absolutely 
insisted on being dressed, and you know how obstinate 
hexis.7 

“Uncle Joseph is coming to pay me a visit,” I 
explained. “I couldn’t possibly receive him in 
pyjamas.” 

Jack put down his hat, and, pulling up a chair, 
seated himself in front of me. 

“ How do you feel ? ’”’ he demanded. 

“ Splendid,” I said. ‘“‘ Except for a bruised shin, 
a broken finger, a cracked rib, and a sprained wrist, 
the doctor tells me I’m practically uninjured.” 

He laughed cheerfully. ‘‘ You’ve come out of it 
devilish well,’ he replied. “I’ve often been as bad 
as that after playing footer.” He turned to accept 
the drink that Cartledge was silently proffering. 
“ Besides,” he added, “I’ve got some news for you 
which will do you no end of good.” 

Faith’s eyes brightened eagerly. 

“Oh,” she exclaimed, ‘is it—is it-——~—” 

“Yes,” said Jack quietly; “it’s what I know you 
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would rather hear than anything else in the world, 
and I can’t say how glad I am to be the first to tell 
you.” 

I took hold of Faith’s fingers and pressed them 
tightly with my one available hand. 

“Thanks entirely to you,” he continued, ‘‘ Olsen’s 
little idea didn’t quite work out in the way he hoped. 
As you know, we phoned through to Chelmsford, and 
they got the fire-engine over just in time to save the 
house. McAlister went down there at once, and from 
what he says there’s enough evidence to establish our 
case half a dozen times over.”’ He paused to take a 
sip from the tumbler. 

“Go on, Jack,” I said. ‘‘ The whisky can wait, and 
we can’t.” 

“He unearthed a whole heap of dud notes,” he 
continued, “‘ most of them exactly similar to the ones 
which were found in the Fulham Road. There was 
the plant for making them, too—that’s to say, all 
except the actual plate, which the police have got 
stacked away at Scotland Yard. Now we can also 
prove that Olsen was in possession of your father’s 
papers the Crown will be absolutely compelled to 
reopen the case. Nothing can undo the result of that 
iniquitous verdict, but, although it’s too late, the 
world will at least learn that he was an innocent and 
shamefully treated man.” 

The tears were running down Faith’s cheeks, but 
an inward joy and gratitude lit up the sorrowful 
beauty of her face. 

“Tf he only knows!” she whispered. ‘‘ Dear God, 
if he only knows!” 
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Jack sat looking at her for a moment, biting his 
lip viciously. 

“I want you to lend me those papers, Faith,” he 
said. ‘I am going to see the Lord Chancellor myself 
to-morrow, and they'll form an important part of the 
evidence.” 

“T have given them to Sir Joseph,”’ she answered, 
‘‘They are being deciphered at his office, and he 
expects to have the report this morning.” 

“‘ Faith is sleeping at Canford House,” I explained. 
“Uncle Joseph wouldn’t let her stop here altogether ; 
he said that it wasn’t proper.” 

“IT suppose he knows the whole story? ” 

“ Everything,” I said. ‘‘I wasn’t well enough to 
see him myself, so Faith did all the explaining. He 
seems to have taken it like a hero.” ‘ 

“He has been extraordinarily kind,” broke in 
Faith. ‘‘I don’t know what he must think of me 
after the way I deceived him.” 

“Well,” said Jack smilingly, “ judging from the 
few minutes’ talk we had together, he doesn’t seem 
to bear any very passionate resentment.” 

“How about my little fat friend, Mr. Stanley? ” 
‘I said. “I hope to God you’ve rounded him up? ” 

Jack nodded. ‘“ Yes,” he said, “‘ he and Voles were 
arrested on board the boat just as they were pushing 
off for Holland. We've got the whole gang now with 
the exception of Rachel Olsen. Where she’s disap- 
peared to, heaven knows. She slipped out of the 
house while we were busy scrapping, and got away 
in her father’s car. Since then the earth seems to 
have opened and swallowed her up.” 
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“Y’m glad to hear that,” I remarked. “I hate 
getting beautiful women into trouble.” 

Jack glanced mischievously at Faith. “In my 
opinion,” he said, “‘ she’s a very dangerous girl, who’d 
be safer out of the way. Don’t you agree with me? ” 

She shook her head. ‘“‘ No,” she said; ‘I think 
she’s much too pretty to go to prison. Besides, 
there must be something nice about her or she wouldn’t 
have fallen in love with Dick.” 

I laughed gently. “What news of Olsen and 
Muller, Jack? The last time I saw them they were 
both a bit under the weather.” 

“ Olsen’s all right,” was the answer. ‘‘ He was only 
knocked out by a punch on the jaw from McAlister. As 
for Muller—well, at the present moment he’s in the prison 
infirmary. I’m rather afraid you’ve broken his nose.” 

“Good,” I said. ‘“‘ That will teach him not to 
shove it into other people’s business.” 

“ By the way,” continued Jack, “ there’s one thing 
I want to ask you before I forget. Has that tramp 
of yours turned up to claim his hundred and fifty 
quid? We shall need him as a witness.” 

“No,” I said, “not yet; but he’ll probably roll 
along this afternoon. I’m looking forward to seeing 
Cartledge’s face when he shows him in.” 

“Don’t let him go, on any account,” said Jack. 
“Phone through to me when he comes, and = 

There was another ring at the front door, followed 
by a peremptory knock. 

“‘ That sounds like Uncle Joseph,” I said. “‘ You 
had better hide those tumblers, Faith ; he might think 
we'd been drinking.” 
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With swift efficiency she collected the two glasses, 
and, stooping down, slipped them beneath the sofa. 
Just as she had completed the operation Cartledge 
appeared in the doorway. 

“Sir Joseph Brooke,” he announced. 

Resplendent in a grey frock-coat and white spats, 
my uncle followed majestically on his heels. 

“Why, Richard!” he exclaimed. ‘‘My dear boy, 
I’m delighted to find you up and dressed.”” He came 
forward, and, having patted me paternally on the 
shoulder, turned round and shook hands with Jack. 
“Very glad you happen to be here, Knight,” he added. 
“Tfit wasn’t for you, goodness knows what sort of a mess 
these two young people would have got themselves into.” 

“We must be thankful it’s turned out as well as 
it has,” said Jack gravely. “‘ I have just been telling 
them that they ought to have confided in you from 
the very beginning.” 

“ Of course they should,” agreed my uncle, with 
some warmth. “I consider that Richard ‘acted in the 
most reckless and foolhardy fashion in taking all this 
responsibility upon himself.’”’ His glance travelled 
round to Faith, who was still sitting on the sofa with 
her hand clasped in mine. “I am not blaming you, 
my dear child,” he added. ‘‘ You were in a very cruel 
and difficult position, and I think that all through you 
have behaved with the most extraordinary courage 
and honesty.” 

““|——”” stammered Faith; ‘‘ but—but-——” 

“Don’t argue, darling,” I said firmly. ‘“ Uncle 
Joseph is a very good judge of people, and I am quite 
content to accept his opinion.” 
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“Humph!” said my uncle. ‘ Well, if you really 
mean that, Richard, it’s about the most sensible 
remark that I have ever heard you make.” He 
plumped himself down in Jack’s chair. ‘“ But I 
didn’t come here to pay you compliments. My busi- 
ness is with this young lady, and a very agreeable and 
important business it happens to be.” He turned to 
Faith. “I have some wonderful news for you, my 
dear. We have every reason to believe that the 
process which your poor father invented is of enormous 
commercial value.” 

I heard Faith draw in a little quick breath, and her 
fingers suddenly tightened on mine. 

“ Are you certain of this, Sir Joseph?” broke in 
Jack. “If it’s really a fact # 

“T am simply repeating what I have just been told 
by Martin Halliwell,” said my uncle. “I submitted 
the papers to him last night, and there is no man living 
who is better qualified to express an opinion. He is 
convinced that the discovery is not only genuine, but 
that it will reduce the cost of manufacture by at least 
one-third.” 

“And the legal owner of this prospective fortune 
sits there perfectly unperturbed,” said Jack, smiling. 

“I knew father was right,” said Faith quietly. “I 
never doubted it for a moment.” 

“ But I don’t think you quite understand, my dear 
child,” continued Uncle Joseph. ‘‘If this process is 
properly handled you will be one of the wealthiest 
young women in England.” 

“Ts it absolutely mine? ” enquired Faith. 

“ Absolutely.” 
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“ Then I shall give it to Dick,’’ she said. 

There was a staggered silence, which was broken by 
Uncle Joseph. 

“‘ Give it to Dick? ” he repeated hoarsely. 

“Yes,” said Faith. ‘‘If he’s rich he’ll be able to 
do as he likes instead of having to go into Parliament.” 

“But I’m not going into Parliament,’ I protested. 
“I’m going to buy a boat and take you round the 
world.” 

Uncle Joseph stared blankly from one to the other 
of us. 

“Tf you'll forgive my butting in,” said Jack, “‘ I’m 
not sure that for once in his life Dick hasn’t hit upon a 
sensible idea. This case will make a tremendous 
sensation. They will have to stop here for the trial, 
of course, but, after that, the sooner they get out of 
England the better. A good long yachting trip is 
exactly what I should have suggested. By the time 
they come back the whole thing will be forgotten.” 

“But, good gracious me!” ejaculated my uncle. 
“Don’t any of you realise that this is one of the most 
epoch-making discoveries in the whole history of the 
paper trade? Do you imagine that it can be treated 
in this casual way ? ” 

“Well, I don’t know what to do if Dick won’t have 
it,’ said Faith. ‘I suppose’”’—she hesitated—‘“‘ I 
suppose you wouldn’t take charge of it for me, Sir 
Joseph? Of course, it’s a great deal to ask,” she went 
on, before he could answer, “but you have always 
been so kind, and I know how clever you are at any- 
thing to do with business.”’ 

“In my opinion, uncle,” I said solemnly, “it’s a 
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duty you owe to the country. If this invention is as 
important as you say, just think what would happen 
if it got into the wrong hands. Besides,” I added, 
“as Faith and I are going to be married, I am sure 
you will do anything you can to look after her interests.” 

With an expression of relief that he was quite 
unable to conceal my uncle got up from his chair. 

“ Tf you really wish to entrust the matter to me,” he 
said, “‘ I will undertake the responsibility.”” He came 
forward to where we were sitting, and, beaming down 
on the pair of us, playfully pinched the lobe of Faith’s 
ear. “‘ And so this ungrateful nephew of mine intends 
to take you away from me, does he? Well, well, well, 
I suppose I shall have to give my consent.” 

“Tm afraid I’m not the sort of girl you wanted 
Dick to marry,” said Faith, ‘‘ but I do hope you're 
not frightfully disappointed.” 

“ Disgppointed!”’ exclaimed my uncle gallantly. 
“Why, I think that he’s the luckiest young rascal 
that ever stepped this earth. You are exactly the 
wife I should have chosen for him, my dear, if he had 
had the good sense to consult me.” 

“‘T hope Elsie shares your sentiments,” I said. 
“It would # 

‘“‘ Ah, that reminds me,” he interrupted. “I have 
got something for you from Elsie—a little letter which 
the child insisted upon writing when I told her that 
I was coming round to pay you a visit.” 

He fumbled in his pocket, and, after a moment’s 
search, produced a small pink envelope. 

“Tl open it for you,” said Faith. ‘ You'll never 
be able to manage it with one hand.” 
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She took the note, and at the same moment Jack, 
who had been listening to our conversation with an air 
of bland amusement, addressed himself to my uncle. 

“While you’re here, Sir Joseph, I should like to 
make an appointment with you for this afternoon, 
either at your office or at my chambers. After what 
you have just told us it strikes me that there are one or 
two points in connection with this affair which will 
require a good deal of careful consideration.” 

“‘ Certainly, certainly,” agreed my uncle. “‘ In fact, 
I was just going to make the same suggestion myself.” 

He pulled out a pocket-book, as though to consult 
his engagements, and, taking advantage of the oppor- 
tunity, Faith tore open the flap of the envelope and 
handed the enclosure to me. 

It ran as follows: 


““My Dariinc Dick,—I did s0 want to come round 
and see you, but of course uncle wouldn’t let me. 
Faith has told me all about your lovely adventures, 
and I think you were both pigs not to say anything 
to me about it before. I would just love to have 
been there when you jumped in through the window. .- 
Faith says you fought like a tiger, and that there 
was blood and things all over the room. She says 
you have been awfully knocked about, but that 
you're frightfully brave about it. Aunty came 
round this morning after Faith had gone, and I 
heard uncle talking to her. He told her that he 
thought Faith was going to have a lot of money, so 
I shouldn’t wonder if he’d let you marry her now. 
Anyhow, if you still want to you’d better ask him. 
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I’ve been thinking over what you said and I’ve quite 
made up my mind that I’ll marry Mr. Knight. 
Then we can all live together, won’t that be lovely ! 
Good-bye, Dick darling. With my best best love 


and a big kiss, 
‘* ELSIE. 


“P.S.—What would you like for a wedding 
present?” 


I had just arrived at this vital question when I 
suddenly became conscious that my uncle was speaking 
to me. 

“Tm going to leave you now, Richard,” he said. 
“ Knight is coming back with me to Canford House, 
and | shall ring up my solicitors and arrange for a 
consultation at once. In view of the great issues 
involved, the sooner we get to work the better.” He 
once more patted Faith affectionately on the shoulder. 
“Good-bye for the present, my dear. You can trust 
me to see that your interests are properly protected, 
and that full justice is done to your poor father’s 
memory.” 

Faith smiled up at him gratefully. ‘‘ Thank you 
very much,” she said. 

“T’'ll look in again later,’ observed Jack. ‘‘ Don’t 
forget to let me know about that tramp if he happens 
to roll up.” 


“‘T hope you’re not too tired, Dick,” said Faith as 
the front door closed behind them. 
“ Tired!’ I echoed ‘‘ Why, I found Uncle Joseph 
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a regular tonic. He did me more good than the 
whisky.” 

“He was rather funny,” admitted Faith. “ All 
the same, I think he really likes me. I don’t believe 
it’s only the money.” 

“Of course it isn’t,” I said. ‘‘ He has always been 
half in love with you himself. I saw that the first 
time we were together. The fact that you’ve suddenly 
blossomed out into being an heiress has merely 
completed the process.” 

“T’m glad it’s all happened as it has,” said Faith. 
““T love you so much, Dick, but I could never have 
married you if I’d felt that I was spoiling your life.” 

“You wouldn’t have been consulted,” I said. “I 
should just have bought that boat and ems you on 
board by brute force.” 

Faith laughed softly. ‘I don’t think I should have 
minded very much,” she said, and, with a little tender 
movement of her hand, she began to stroke my hair. 

I slid my uninjured arm round her shoulder. 

“We'll be married the day I get these bandages 
off,” Isaid. ‘‘ I can’t wait a minute longer than that.” 

‘She looked up at me mischievously. ‘‘ How about 
that rest-cure which the doctor said you were so badly, 
in need of?” 

I drew her still closer until our lips met in a long, 
passionate kiss. 

“T am going to give Christian Science a chance,” 
I whispered. “ The complaint I’m suffering from can 
only be cured by Faith” 


